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 The purpose of this paper and attached appendices is to develop a theologically 
informed strategic planning model for First Presbyterian Church Olathe, Kansas that 
opens itself to the Holy Spirit in direction, implementation, and followup.  The first 
section of this paper explores the culture and history of First Presbyterian Church as well 
as the greater community.  This church’s history and the community’s history are 
intertwined.  However, in recent times a gap has grown between the two.  Now the 
challenge of First Presbyterian Church is to discern its place within the community as it 
listens for the voice of the Holy Spirit. 
 The second section of this paper focuses on theological reflection.  The literature 
review will include classic Reformed, spiritual discernment, church planning, and 
missional material.  Then the discussion will turn to the place of planning and 
discernment Presbyterian and Reformed ecclesiology.   After an overview of Reformed 
theology, with a particular focus on the tension between sovereignty and human 
initiative, the paper discusses pertinent biblical passages.  This paper also considers 
Presbyterian polity and its implications for elder leadership, the doctrine of covenant 
community, and the direction of the Holy Spirit.  Non-reformed models for church 
planning and structuring help clarify the proposed model. 
 The final section will set out specific goals and plans for the Spiritual Planning 
Day.  Adult learning and group spiritual discernment will give shape to the Spiritual 
Planning Day.  Focus is also given to the wide acceptance of the outcomes along with 
creating a sense of urgency.  Then the implementation and evaluation section will focus 
on the Spiritual Planning Day itself and the necessary followup by the Session in the 
following months and years.  The final two appendices provide a preparation guide and a 
workbook for the Spiritual Planning day and the necessary followup material. 
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 Churches make decisions most every day.  More precisely, people in churches 
make decisions.  Often churches do not even consider how they make their choices.  The 
senior pastor may make a church’s decision based upon what seems reasonable, or on 
what is most cost effective, or on what he or she deems most politically efficient (i.e., 
keeping the “right” people happy).  An elected or appointed board can make choices for a 
church based on a simple majority vote or by arguing until members reach an agreement.  
The latest book on effective church techniques could be adopted by a specially 
constituted steering committee they decide and put into practice.  A congregational 
survey can guide a church’s decision.  A congregational meeting can be called to debate 
an issue and reach a decision by majority vote.  Each of these ways of making decisions 
has advantages and disadvantages for a church body. 
 In 1995, Rick Warren wrote a book that caused many churches to rethink how 
they make decisions.  In The Purpose Driven Church, Warren suggested that a church 
should be organized around a purpose or several purposes.  He wrote: “There is 
incredible power in having a clearly defined purpose statement.”1  The idea of organizing 
a church around a purpose statement sparked a revolution.  While many businesses might 
consider this kind of decision-making obvious, few churches had employed such a 
strategy, especially medium-size and smaller churches.  Based on the purpose-driven 
model, decision making in many churches was reformed.  Rather than trying to make 
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decisions by sheer logic or the will of the majority, decisions were aligned with a 
church’s purpose statement.  Using this model, churches could measure their decisions 
against their purpose statements which provided criteria for accountability.  Starting with 
a purpose statement helped to focus the decision-making process in churches.   
 The Purpose Driven Church presented a unique challenge to creedal churches.  
Many churches in creedal denominations assumed their confessions and creeds gave 
sufficient guidance to their decision-making processes.  However, upon closer reading, 
churches discovered most confessions focused rather generally on the beliefs or 
principles guiding a church.  In the Presbyterian Church, the denomination on which this 
paper will focus, confessions speak of “the marks of the true church,”2 the centrality of 
Christ, and the importance of the Scriptures.  At the same time, its confessions give little 
guidance for decisions such as whether to expand the nursery of the church or start a 
homeless ministry.  These are the kinds of everyday decisions a church has to make.   
 In practical decisions, Warren’s model gave guidance.  According to the 
purpose-driven model, a church should choose whichever ministry fits best with its 
purpose.  If a church’s purpose includes social justice, a church should choose to start a 
homeless ministry.  If the church’s purpose focuses on reaching young families with the 
gospel, then a nursery expansion would make more sense.  Warren’s model is helpful to 
churches facing hundreds of choices.  It can help a church to do a few things well, rather 
than to do many things poorly. Narrowing choices is especially important when a church 
has limited financial resources.  Although Warren’s model helps a church solve some 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 The Book of Confessions (Louisville: Office of the General Assembly Presbyterian Church 
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decision-making dilemmas, it raises another.  What does a church do when it senses 
God’s calling to do something not in its purpose statement?  One example could be God 
opening an opportunity for a homeless ministry when the church’s purpose statement 
does not accommodate this kind of activity.  The church would then face a conflict 
between following a new opportunity or remaining with its purpose statement.  An 
entrenched purpose statement can keep a church from truly following God’s will as much 
as a church’s entrenched traditions can keep it from such a search. 
 This paper assumes that the greatest responsibility of a local church is 
faithfulness to what God wants for that church.  Faithfulness to God’s direction is more 
important than a church’s growth in attendance or budget, the will of a majority of 
congregants, the most politically expedient choice, or the satisfaction of the church’s 
pastor.  Following God’s will does not exclude the aforementioned, but it does require 
members to seek God’s will above all else.  However, while many church members may 
agree that God’s will should guide a church’s decision-making process, there is much less 
agreement on how to discern that will.  Simply stating the importance of faithfulness to 
God’s direction does not answer the question of how the church seeks God’s will. 
 The Presbyterian Church recognizes the weight of God’s will when it states: 
“Presbyters (elders and pastors) are not simply to reflect the will of the people, but rather 
to seek together to find and represent the will of Christ.”3  This line occurs in the 
“Principles of Presbyterian Government” section of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)’s 
Book of Order.  The very next line declares: “Decisions shall be reached in governing 
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bodies by vote, following opportunity for discussion, and a majority shall govern.”4  This 
statement suggests that God’s will is found by majority agreement, and its advice has 
been followed by the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) for more than two centuries.   
 Many times in church history the agreement of the majority has resulted in good, 
Christ-honoring decisions.  Other times, the will of the majority has made egregious 
decisions.  A classic example of egregious decision-making happened during the civil 
rights era when some churches chose to exclude African Americans from their 
congregations.  Even when decisions are not flagrant, majority rule often maintains the 
status quo rather than stepping out in faith and depending on God.  Sometimes the will of 
the majority seeks to protect its own power.  For example, some churches have changed 
their bylaws to assure that the “wrong group” does not get elected to office. 
 With great wisdom, the writers of the Presbyterian Book of Order recognized 
that the will of the majority is not always the will of God.  Biblically and theologically 
this position makes great sense.  The problem is not the idea but rather the execution.  
The Book of Order gives no specific direction on discerning that will, especially when it 
differs from the will of the majority.  Nor does it give guidance to a congregation on how 
to discern the will of the Holy Spirit.  Clearly, discernment involves more than simply 
taking a vote.  It even involves more than having individually mature leaders.  
Furthermore, representing the will of Christ is not a process that is done once and 
accomplished.  Seeking the leading of the Holy Spirit in the everyday decision-making of 
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a church involves continuing discernment; it needs to become a way of life for a church.  
That is the undertaking of this paper. 
 The purpose of this paper and its appendix is to describe a model that is a 
theologically informed strategic planning model for First Presbyterian Church in Olathe, 
Kansas that opens itself to the Holy Spirit in direction, implementation, and followup.  
The last section of this paper describes a concrete model that gives specific guidance on 
how members of a church can seek the will of God together.  It is a model that is more 
than theological principles or general ideas; it is a model that details a specific process 
that a church can use. 
Olathe, Kansas, a suburb of Kansas City, has experienced significant growth over 
the last fourty years.  In the mid-1970s Olathe had a population of 30,000.  Today the city 
has grown to 125,000.5   Likewise, the number and size of some churches has grown.  
Five churches draw more than 3,000 people to worship each weekend.  While other 
churches have grown, First Presbyterian Church has consistently declined following a 
church split led by the senior pastor in 1977.  This split continues to affect the life of the 
church as its congregation remembers its place of prominence as the largest church in the 
community before the split.  During some thirty years, the neighborhood around the 
church has declined as most of the rest of Olathe enjoys ever-increasing economic 
development and population growth. 
In the wake, First Presbyterian Church faces the challenge of faithfulness to the 
movement of the Holy Spirit.  The purpose of the model described in this paper is to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 5 City of Olathe, “Olathe History,” http://www.olatheks.org/FactsHistDemo/History (accessed 
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propose a reoccurring process of strategic planning that seeks faithfulness to God’s call 
above all else.  The process seeks to hold in tension the mystical nature of listening to the 
Holy Spirit and the administrative nature of organizational planning.  Holding a tension 
between focusing church members’ strategic thinking while also allowing God to speak 
to them is a difficult balancing act.  To keep the Holy Spirit at the forefront, the process 
needs to continually refocus participants on God’s voice.  To accomplish this goal at First 
Presbyterian Church, it needs to seek God’s will in every step of the process. 
The paper’s first section explores the culture and history of First Presbyterian 
Church and its community.  This church’s history and the community’s history were 
intertwined for decades.  However, in recent times a gap has grown between the two.  
Now the challenge of First Presbyterian Church is to discern its place within the 
community as it listens for the voice of the Holy Spirit. 
The second section of this paper focuses on theological reflection.  The literature 
review includes classic Reformed theologians, spiritual discernment, church planning, 
and missional materials.  Then the discussion turns to the place of planning and 
discernment within Presbyterian and Reformed ecclesiology.   After an overview of 
Reformed theology, with a particular focus on the tension between sovereignty and 
human initiative, the paper reflects on several pertinent biblical passages.  
The final section of the paper describes the proposed planning model and then 
sets specific goals and plans for a spiritual-planning day.  Adult learning principles 
relevant to the planning day are described.  An implementation and evaluation section 
focuses on the spiritual-planning day itself and the necessary followup by the Session in 
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the following months and years.  The final section will have some helpful advice for the 
teams as they continue to work throughout the year.  
Appendix A consists of a Planning Day Preparation Guide; Appendix B contains 
the Spiritual Planning Day Workbook.  The preparation guide not only introduces 
participants to ideas needed for the planning day, but it also includes confessional 
exercises and Scripture memorization exercises to prepare the participants’ hearts for the 
day.  The Spiritual Planning Day Workbook includes guide sheets for teams to use as 
they work together to discern God’s will.   The final portion of Appendix B seeks to have 
participants connect their group work to their personal lives and spiritual growth.  These 
appendices reflect much of the theology and ecclesiology found in the rest of this paper.  
The appendices have made spiritual planning more directed and engaging for the First 
Presbyterian Church Olathe congregation.  
 God’s primary interest is not simply what decision a church makes; but also how 
a church makes its decisions.  Churches can make many “good” decisions and never 
consult God at all.  They can hire the right consultants, get the latest demographic studies, 
have the most innovative ideas, but remain detached from God.  The pursuit of this paper 
and the model it describes is not just a healthy, vibrant church.  Rather, the goal is to help 
a church congregation live together as God’s people.  Churches are called to live not by 



















THE CONTEXT OF FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH OLATHE 
 
 Today, the city of Olathe has become a thriving suburb of Kansas.  This city is 
located in a state known for agriculture—Kansas.  In general, Kansas towns are small.  
The best Friday night entertainment often consists of a high school football game.  In 
many counties cows outnumber people significantly.1  As the geographic center of the 
country, Kansas may also represent the center of rural America.   
 
Demographics and Recent Community Development 
 Thirty years ago Olathe would have fit this characterization of Kansas 
communities.  Olathe even claims to have invented the cowboy boot at the Hyer boot 
factory.2  Today, Olathe is working hard to distance itself from its agricultural roots. 
From strict building codes to investment in education and the arts, Olathe has become a 
different kind of city.  What once was farmland is now new housing developments.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 There are more than two head of cattle for every person in state of Kansas.  USDA National 
Agricultural Statistical Service, “All Cattle and Calves,” http://www.cattlerange.com/cattle-graphs/all-
cattle-numbers.html (accessed October 12, 2011). 
2 John F. Burns, Olathe Centennial: Arrows to Atoms (Baldwin, KS: The Baldwin Ledger, 1957), 
3. 
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Rather than an agricultural center, today’s Olathe resembles a typical suburb on the 
outskirts of any major city.  At that time, the congregation of First Presbyterian Church 
Olathe would have fit the general image of Kansas, with many working farmers and 
ranchers in the congregation.  Predictably, First Presbyterian Church no longer has any 
active farmers in its membership (a change from even fifteen years ago). The rapid 
expansion of the city has dramatically changed the population to which First Presbyterian 
Church ministers.  The Church feels a tension between the community’s 
farming/ranching roots and what Olathe is becoming as a fast-growing city. 
 
A Brief History of Olathe 
 The history of the city of Olathe and the history of Olathe’s First Presbyterian 
Church are tied to each other.  First Presbyterian Church formed just eight years after the 
incorporation of the city in 1857. The church has operated continuously, even when the 
city’s population dipped to 341 residents and the other congregations in the city closed 
their doors.3    
 The original populations of the Olathe area were Pawnee and Osage peoples who 
lived nomadically in the area.4  As more people moved West in the early 1800s, The 
Reverend Thomas Johnson moved with among the Shawnee peoples and established a 
mission in Olathe in 1829.  Little development occurred in the area until 1857 when John 
T. Barton received an appointment as a physician to the Shawnee people by the United 
States government.  Barton surveyed the county and found the geographic center.  Upon 
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4 Ibid., 4. 
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visiting the site, he eventually settled on the Shawnee word for beautiful—Olathe.5 
 Olathe is located only ten miles from the Missouri border.  Like many Kansas 
cities on the Missouri border, it had both Northern and Southern influence during the 
Civil War.  For instance, Olathe’s founder, Barton served as a surgeon for the 
Confederate Army.6  While some Kansas towns like Atchison became “slave-cities,” 
Olathe eventually sided with the majority of Kansas communities and supported the 
Union Army.  In 1862 William Clarke Quantrill raided Olathe, threatening the existence 
of the fledgling town.7  Despite fighting on the side of the Union Army, race relations 
would remain an issue well into the twentieth century.  Unlike many Kansas towns, 
Olathe has had a significant African American community since the 1860s. 
 For many decades following the Civil War, Olathe’s population remained 
between 2,000 to 4,000 with farming and ranching as the primary occupations.  Early 
Olathe also enjoyed the government employment opportunities of being the county seat, 
which it remains today.  Little change in economic opportunity occurred until 1942 when 
the Olathe Naval Air Station received its commission.  The City of Olathe’s website 
states: “The presence of the military jolted a 50-year social and economic status quo for 
Olathe.”8  The navel air station brought thousands more people through Olathe than had 
previously stepped foot in the state of Kansas, and some of those chose to return to “the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Robert Ehright, Olathe: Facts-Photos Letters and Legends (Olathe, KS: R. E. Productions, 
1988), 6. 
6 Burns, 3. 
7 Ibid., 8. 
8 Ibid. 
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city beautiful” after the end of World War II.  Olathe more than doubled its population 
during the 1950s.  Like many cities during the 1950s, the interstate divided the city 
geographically.  However, the interstate allowed true suburban growth.  Now downtown 
Kansas City, Missouri, was only a twenty-five minute commute.  The population increase 
that resulted required building significantly more elementary schools for the first time in 
the city’s history.  In all, seven elementary schools were built in the 1970s.9  These 
factors combined to set a city on the path to becoming a very different community by the 
beginning of this century.   
 
Recent Population Growth 
 For its first eighty-five years, Olathe’s population saw little change.  It remained 
an out-of-the-way farming community in a rural Kansas county.  Today Olathe has an 
estimated population of 125,000 in a county (Johnson County) of 543,000.10  The entire 
population of the state of Kansas is 2.8 million,11 which gives this county 19 percent of 
the state’s population.  In 2000 Olathe had a population of 93,000.  Thus in just ten years, 
Olathe has grown by 34 percent, making it the country’s twenty-ninth fastest growing 
city among cities with populations over 100,000.12  This growth has garnered the 
attention of several business journals including Money Magazine, which named Olathe as 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Ibid. 
10 Rick Babson,“Rick Babson’s Mirror on Olathe: City among the fastest growing in U.S.,” The 
Kansas City Star, http://www.kansascity.com/2010/06/29/2052987/rick-babsons-mirror-on-olathe.html 
(accessed June 15, 2010).  
11 U. S. Census Bureau, “Olathe, Kansas,” http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/20/2052575.html 
(accessed June 13, 2010). 
12 Ibid. 
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the eleventh best place to live in the United States.13  These kinds of awards give Olathe 
citizens and officials a new pride in their city. 
 Olathe’s growth in the last ten years is remarkable, but it builds on the 
continuous growth over the last forty years.  In 1970 Olathe reported a population of 
18,000.14  This means that from 1970 to today, the community has grown by 107,000 
people—almost a 700 percent increase.  Olathe now has thirty-four elementary schools, 
eight middle schools, and four high schools.  The city’s school district adds one new 
school per year and projects continuing at the same pace for at least the next several 
years.  The school district is the largest employer in the city, followed by the county 
government.  Farmers Insurance and Garmin International lead private employment in the 
community.15 
 Several factors account for Olathe’s significant growth.  By geography, Olathe is 
part of Kansas City, Missouri's suburban sprawl.  Sitting on the edge of the metropolitan 
area, Olathe has had land to develop.   Unlike its larger neighbor within the county to the 
West, Overland Park, which has reached its geographical limits, Olathe continues to have 
more land to develop.  In many ways, Olathe represents typical growth on the edge of a 
metropolitan area.  However, similar growth is not happening on the other side of the  
Missouri state line because, in large part, Kansas school districts are considered to be 
better than those in Kansas City, Missouri.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 City of Olathe, “State of the City 2010,” http://www.olatheks.org/News/2009StateOfTheCity 
Transcript (accessed June 17, 2010). 
14 Ibid. 
15 Olathe Chamber of Commerce, “Demographics,” http://www.olathe.org/edc/demographics.asp 
#EMPLOY (accessed October, 20, 2011). 
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 Olathe has seventeen blue-ribbon school awards from the US Department of 
Education and has won thirteen Presidential Awards for Excellence in Mathematics and 
Science Teaching since 1990.16  Having well-respected schools is typical of the other 
school districts in the county.  Meanwhile, the Kansas City, Missouri school district is 
considering a plan to shut down half of its schools.  These schools are facing major 
budget deficits, low test scores, and high dropout rates.17  The significant difference in 
the quality of education not only influences people with children to move across the state 
border, but it also affects real estate prices. 
 Geography, job opportunities, and education excellence combine to make Olathe 
a fashionable place to live.  This is not a comfortable fact for some members of First 
Presbyterian Church whose congregation includes many people who moved to Olathe 
when it had a population of 18,000 or fewer.  These long-time congregants remember 
when the town had more farms than housing developments and when the community 
shared small-town values.  These people remember the town more as it existed for its first 
eighty years than as it exists today.  Despite the rise these “Old Settlers” (a term they use 
to refer to themselves) have seen in their property values rise, many mourn the loss of the 
community they once knew so well.  These Old Settlers are now a small minority in 
Olathe’s population, but they represent a larger percentage of First Presbyterian Church’s 
membership.  This is one of the unique realities of First Presbyterian Church Olathe. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Olathe Unified School District 233, “Top Awards,” http://www.olatheschools.com/index.php? 
option=com_content&task=view&id=55&Itemid=26 (accessed June 19, 2010). 
17“Kansas City Area: Dropout Rates Fueling Violent Crime,” Missouri Education News, 
http://www.queuenews.com/Sep08/MO_Sep08.pdf (accessed October 7, 2011). 
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Church Growth in the City of Olathe 
 Along with the growth of the city, the number of churches in Olathe has grown 
significantly over the last forty years.  In 1974, when Olathe had 18,000 residents, the 
city had twenty-eight churches,18  Today there are more than eighty churches within the 
city limits.  (Finding precise statistics on the number of churches proves difficult because 
churches are continually opening and closing their doors.)19  The church community in 
Olathe is fluid in part because it seems so favorable for church planting.  With high 
population growth rates and low property costs (at least relative to other parts of the 
country), Olathe has become a favored spot for both individuals and denominations to 
plant churches.  Many of the public schools have churches meeting in their buildings 
every Sunday.  The house church movement also has grown in Olathe. 
 As a community, Olathe is open to Christian faith.  The last four mayors have 
held an annual prayer breakfast to raise money for local families during the holidays.  
This breakfast always includes the mayor leading attendees in prayer, the singing of 
hymns, a personal testimony, and a Christian speaker.  Many of the town’s businesses 
purchase tables at the breakfast for their staffs.  The breakfast typically includes an 
opportunity for participants to make a commitment to Jesus Christ.  All of the city 
council members hold active memberships in local churches.  Olathe’s Chamber of 
Commerce meets at local churches several times a year.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Olathe Area Chamber of Commerce, Olathe Johnson County, Kansas, (Kansas City, MO: 
Halgo Publishing Inc., 1974), 42. 
19 Percept Ministry Area Profile 2004, Study Area: Custom Polygon, (Rancho Santa Margarita, 
CA: Percept Group, Inc., 2004), 7. 
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 Within the city limits, five churches draw over 3,000 people per weekend.20  One 
of the churches is Roman Catholic, one is Nazarene, and the other three are independent.  
The Nazarene community is strong in Olathe because it is the home to Mid-America 
Nazarene University (and the only Nazarene seminary in the United States is also located 
in Kansas City).  The surrounding communities also have several large congregations that 
draw Olatheans.  The largest Methodist church in the country, the Church of the 
Resurrection, is within the county limits.  The community as a whole that is not only 
receptive to faith but encourages it. 
 This environment is very good for church growth and church planting.  However, 
there is a darker side.  Church attendance is good for business.  Local membership is 
almost a requirement for leadership in the community.  For some, it becomes difficult to 
separate their loyalty to Christ from their loyalty to the community.  Sometimes church 
participation seems to take place more for show than devotion.  Remnants of an 
institutional church from past times and places is easily seen here. 
 
Decline of Local Church Population 
 First Presbyterian Church enjoyed the initial wave of church growth in the 
1970s.  As the city of Olathe grew, so did the church.  The church had a long established 
place in the community; its building sat in the middle of a prosperous and new 
neighborhood. The Presbyterian denomination also had a positive image.  Through the 
first half of the 1970s First Presbyterian Church enjoyed its position as the largest church 
in town.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Interview by author, Olathe, KS, March 1, 2010. (Phone Survey) 
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 Today First Presbyterian Church has a very different status.  Its membership is 
one-third of its membership in the mid-1970s.21  The surrounding community has 
changed significantly as well.  Most of the young professionals who lived in the church 
neighborhood then have moved into newer and bigger houses in other parts of Olathe.  In 
the years following the exodus of original owners, many of the neighborhood houses 
were converted to rental properties.  These lower-rent houses have attracted an immigrant 
population, both Hispanic and Kenyan, to the surrounding community.    In the church 
neighborhood, both of these immigrant groups have tended to hold-lower wage jobs. 
 For the members of First Presbyterian Church, not only has the city of Olathe 
changed dramatically but so has the neighborhood surrounding their church.  While other 
churches have sprung up and flourished, long-time members have felt the opposite effect.  
Some in the church feel like strangers in the community where they have lived for 
decades or perhaps their entire life.  At times, congregational gatherings can feel like a 
reunion with old friends. 
 
Regional Influences 
 Meriwether Lewis and William Clark’s exploration made possible the opening of 
new trails like the Oregon, California, and Santa Fe Trails, which crisscrossed the 
Midwest.  Many of these trails converged in Kansas City, together with port access on the 
Missouri River, they helped the city to grow as a major supply station for people as they 
set out on their long journeys west.  To this day, all major cities to the west are a great 
distance away. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 Internal reasons for this decline will be enumerated in chapter 2. 
 18 
 
Midwest and Kansas City Cultural Influences 
 
 Many European immigrants moved west bringing farming practices from their 
native countries.  In Kansas they found good soil and an agreeable climate for farming.  
Agriculture remains a major piece of the Midwest’s economy and cultural identity.   
 The first wave of documented population growth came to the Midwest after the 
Louisiana Purchase.   As already noted, the Civil War brought violence to the state of 
Kansas even years before the war officially began.  Quantrill’s Raiders and the 
Jayhawkers battled in various skirmishes.  In Kansas City the Mason-Dixon Line split the 
city down the middle.  Today, Kansas City’s population is nearly 30 percent African 
American, and racial tension remains high.  As in many cities, racial tension has 
contributed to “white flight.”22 
 After the Civil War, railroad expansion was rapid.  This expansion had a great 
effect on where towns were located because the railroad attempted to found a town at 
least every fifty miles along its tracks.  This meant that many new towns were started 
close to railroad lines while existing towns died if they were not close railroad lines.  All 
the large Midwestern cities including Chicago, Detroit, Indianapolis, and Kansas City, 
became railroad hubs.  Olathe also became an important railroad town.  Even now, 
Olathe has eighty-eight trains pass through its city limits everyday.23  The railroads 
allowed farming on a much larger scale because grain and meat could be transported to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Rick Montgomery and Shirl Kasper, Kansas City: An American Story (Kansas City, MO: 
Kansas City Star Books, 1999), 285. 
23 City of Olathe, “Railroads in Olathe,” http://www.olatheks.org/PublicWorks/Railroads 
(accessed Octobrer 20, 2011). 
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the entire country.  Transportation, plus improved farming technology, allowed larger and 
larger farms to flourish.  Today, few people in Olathe or Kansas City make their living as 
farmers or ranchers, but many draw livings from agribusinesses like commodity trading, 
tractor production, and employment in government agencies overseeing farming. In 2006 
agricultural business accounted for 16 percent of the jobs in the Kansas City area.24 
 While farming is a major source of prosperity in the Midwest, its cities, like 
Kansas City, often have a love-hate relationship with their agricultural roots.  These cities 
have grown in large part from farming beginnings, but this fact often clashes with the 
cities’ desires for cultural relevance.  Midwest cities seek to present themselves as 
cosmopolitan centers for the arts, food, and entertainment.  They want respect as cities, 
and farming roots do not always help to boost this image.  This tension is true for both 
Kansas City and Olathe.  For example, Olathe has added several sculptures around town 
as artistic features, but the sculptures are cowboy boots, paying homage to the Hyer boot 
factory.  To create these eight-foot-tall boots, the city commissioned a series of local 
artists. 
  The push and pull between rural life and city life is clearly seen in regional and 
local politics.  As a whole, the Midwestern politics lean conservative.  However, the large 
Midwest cities tend to elect many more Democrats than Republicans and are known as 
strongholds of organized labor.25  While the Midwest is known for its conservative 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Agricultural Business Council of Kansas City, “Comprehensive Economic Study confirms 
Agribusiness is Still Cash Flow Cow for KC,” http://agbizkc.com/impactstudy.aspx (accessed October 12, 
2011). 
25 CNN, “8 Political Takeaways from the Census,” http://www.cnn.com/2011/POLITICS/04/05/ 
census.political.takeaways/index.html (accessed October 15, 2011). 
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politics, Missouri has voted for the winner of almost every presidential election in the last 
one-hundred years.  Missouri has many rural counties, yet it also has two major cities: 
Kansas City and St. Louis.  Kansas, which has no comparable cities, has voted for a 
Democratic presidential candidate only once in the last seventy years.  Even before it 
became a state (originally the Kansas Territory included Colorado), it released much of 
the gold rich Colorado territory because Colorado residents were seen as “too liberal.”26  
 Olathe has trended toward the conservative side of politics.  Most political 
battles in the city happen in the Republican primaries, not in general elections.  These 
political leanings seem to stem from a “bootstrap” kind of ideology.27  For some citizens, 
this ideology is almost libertarian, a desire to “keep the government out of our lives.”  
The sentiment is particularly strong when it comes to taxes and guns.  With some irony, 
there is also a strong preference for a God and country, or church and country, 
governmental policy.  For example, some would like to see the practice of prayer in 
school restored.  These citizens would like government to both promote the church and 
stay away from people’s lives. 
 
Financial Priorities for Olathe: Infrastructure and Education 
 
 Education is clearly the highest priority for government spending in Olathe.  
Currently, the annual budget for the Olathe School District is $226 million to support 
27,000 students.  Over the past ten years, the number of students in the district has grown 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 How the States Got Their Shapes, “The Great Plains, Trains, & Automobiles,” The History 
Channel, Episode 9, May 10, 2011. 
27 Thomas Frank, What’s The Matter With Kansas: How Conservatives Won the Heart of 
America, (New York: Owl Books, 2004), 26. 
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by an average of 3.6 percent per year28 and has required building a new school building 
every year.  At this time the school district employs more than 3,700 employees, 
outpacing other local businesses.  The district has a 94 percent graduation rate and an 85 
percent matriculation rate to colleges and universities.29 
 The community values the ranking of its schools in the region.  Generally, 
Olathe’s schools score higher than national and state averages.  Support for the schools, 
beyond a sense of community pride, is reflected in the passing of school bond issues.30  
The last time Olathe failed to pass a bond issue was 1982.  Three bond issues have passed 
in the last ten years with the most recent being a $68 million bond issue in 2008.   In all, 
eleven bond issues have passed since 1978, and once two bonds passed in a single year.31   
 While there are many positive elements to the community’s focus on education, 
there are also drawbacks.  At times the schools seem to be idolized, sacrificing other 
elements of community life.  In particular, the clearest centers of community life are in 
the schools.  Many residents in the community feel distanced from the community after 
their children move from their homes.  While money has poured into the schools, there is 
no city center.  The old downtown area now mostly consists of county and city buildings 
(including the county courthouse and jail).  This area has no restaurants that are open at 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Gary Diener, Annual Budget of the Olathe District Schools for the 2009-10 Fiscal Year, 
(Olathe, KS: Unified School District No 233, 2009), 12. 
29 Olathe Public Schools USD 233 Academic Achievement, (Olathe, KS: Unified School District 
No 233, 2010), 2. 




night.  The main dining and retail businesses of the city are located in several different 
parts of the city.  Strip malls anchor all of these areas, so a natural city center does not 
exist.   
 In addition to school support, Olathe has made infrastructure an important 
spending priority.  In the year 2009, the city of Olathe spent $131 million on capital 
improvement projects.32  Of this money 33 percent was spent on transportation, mostly 
roads, with none spent on public transportation; 42 percent of it was spent on public 
works.33  Public works included projects like sewer treatment, water metering, and 
wireless broadband expansion. 
 Overall, Olathe’s government has taken care to present the community as 
esthetically attractive.  The city has spent significant amounts of money on the 
development of parks and trails throughout the community,34 always with an eye toward 
making the parks and trails attractive.  City codes also reflect the value of presenting the 
city well.  All new retail and commercial buildings require a minimum of stone or brick 
accents, and the landscaping codes also require more than the minimum attractiveness.35  
Olathe is a community that not only wants to have success; it wants to look successful 
too.  This goal creates a tension between newer residents of Olathe and many of the Old  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 City of Olathe, “State of the City 2010,” http://www.olatheks.org/News/2009StateOfTheCity 
Transcript (accessed June 17, 2010). 
33 City of Olathe, “Capital Improvement Projects,” http://www.olatheks.org/files/purchasing/2009-
2013_CIP.pdf (accessed June 20, 2010). 
34 Ibid. 
35 City of Olathe, “Commercial Building Appearance Guidelines,” http://www.olatheks.org/files 
/Development/DevelopmentReview/2002_GeneralGuidelines_C2.pdf (Accessed October 20, 2011). 
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Settlers who are a very practical people, who feel uncomfortable with buildings that are 
too “showy.”36 
 
Educational and Occupational Data for Olathe and Johnson County 
 Olathe is a primarily an Anglo community.  The Anglo population is 26 percent 
above the national average.37  All minority populations are at least 25 percent below the 
national average.  However, the Hispanic population has grown over the past ten years as 
mentioned earlier.  This group has risen by 2 percent and now accounts for 5 percent of 
the total city population.  At the same time, Hispanics account for 12.5 percent of the 
school population.38  City officials expect that the Hispanic population, as a percentage of 
the total population, will continue to grow over the coming years.   
 In the geographic area where First Presbyterian Church is located, the percentage 
of Hispanics is significantly higher than in the rest of the city.  When the church was in 
its prime, over thirty years ago, there were no Hispanic families living in the immediate 
area around the church or in the city.  Dealing with this change is a substantial issue for 
First Presbyterian Church in the future, especially among many of the church’s older 
members who “remember the way the neighborhood used to be.” 
 The marriage rate in Olathe is 16 percent above the national average and the 
divorce rate is 27 percent below the national average.  This means there are many 
households with two parents.  In households with both parents working, the household 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 Mary Cochran, interview by author, Olathe, KS, March 9, 2011.   
37 Percept Ministry Area Profile 2004, 3. 
38 Olathe Public Schools USD 233 Overview, (Olathe, KS: Unified School District No 233, 2011), 
4. 
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income is higher than the national average, especially for the Kansas City area.39  In 2004 
the average Olathe household income was $83,000 compared to the United States 
national average of $63,00040  making Olathe’s average household income $20,000 
above the national average.  However, the neighborhood around the church does not 
reflect this kind of income level.  As newer neighborhoods have sprung up in Olathe over 
the last four decades, the older homes around First Presbyterian Church have been 
occupied by residents with lower incomes. 
 To support the higher incomes earned by the average Olathe household, the 
majority of the city’s population has white-collar employment.  In Olathe, 74 percent of 
the working residents have white-collar jobs,41 14 percent above the national average.  
The most prominent of the white-collar jobs are “executive and managerial,” 6 percent 
above the national average of 20 percent.  Other above-average white-collar occupations 
include technical support and sales.  The majority of Olathe employees’ commute to  
work is ten to twenty-nine minutes per day, which suggests that there are sufficient jobs 
within the community itself to support above average wages. 
 As stated earlier, education is an important part of the Olathe community.  
Higher education is also a part of this picture.  Among people over twenty-five, 30 
percent have a bachelor’s degree, 14 percent above the national average, and 12 percent 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 Eric Adler, “Slide in Household Incomes Continues, Census Figures Confirm,” The Kansas City 
Star, September 19, 2012. 
40 Ibid., 2. 
41 Ibid., 8. 
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have a graduate degree, 3 percent above the national average.42  These numbers fit with a 
community that has a strong majority of white-collar jobs.  
 The typical Olathe high school graduate goes on to college.  Many will enroll 
just three miles from Olathe at Johnson County Community College, which boasts nearly 
21,000 students.43  Many other students will matriculate to the University of Kansas or 
Kansas State University.  Several other public colleges and universities around the state 
are also popular.  Private colleges are much less popular, and very few students will go 
much further than two hours away from home for college.   
 While college is popular among Olathe graduates, Olathe is not intellectually 
oriented.  The reason most Olathe students (like college students in general) go to college 
is to “get a higher-paying job.”44  The Midwest is a pragmatic region.  This pragmatism 
seems to extend both to education and vocational choices.  Thomas Frank even suggests 
that Midwesterners are willing forgo the possibility of higher wages in favor of hard, 
honest work.45  While this is probably an overgeneralization, it still contains an element 
of truth. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 Ibid. 
43 Johnson County Community College, “Facts About JCCC,” http://www.jccc.edu/about/facts-
jccc.html (Accessed October 12, 2011). 
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 First Presbyterian Church Olathe stands close to 150 years old.  Until the last two 
decades, the life of the church mirrored the life of Olathe.  For its first few decades the 
church struggled for survival.  Just like the town, the church had very little money.  As 
the town began to grow, so did the success of the church.  However, the parallel histories 
have not continued.  The trend continued until 1977 when the church had a wrenching 
split.  After the split, the church and the city diverged in different directions.  The wounds 
of this split ran deep, deeper than most people could recognize at the time.  Dysfunction 
in the life of the church would result for decades to come. 
 
History and Dynamics of First Presbyterian Church 
 Like many churches, the history of First Presbyterian Church Olathe has affected 
the current life of the church.  Since its beginning First Presbyterian Church has faced 
significant challenges that have caused it to even consider closing its doors more than 





  In 1865 the Reverend William Willson founded First Presbyterian Church of 
Olathe, Kansas.  First Presbyterian Church aligned itself with the New School 
Presbyterian Church.  This affiliation, with its emphases on evangelism, still connects 
with the First Presbyterian congregation.1  The Old School/New School debate in the 
Presbyterian Church resulted from the Second Great Awakening.  The New School 
emphasized evangelism while the Old School emphasized God’s providence and election.  
 Rev. Willson faced some controversy in his ministry, and he left the church after 
two years.  For the next few decades, the church struggled for survival.  Much of the 
history written during this time period describes a pastor arriving and ministering for a 
year or two until the church ran out of money.  No longer being paid, the pastor would 
move on to a new position.  The church would then spend a year or two collecting funds 
and calling a new pastor, only to have the pattern repeat.  A typical historical account 
reads, “By September, 1874, Mr. Clark (the church’s pastor) had evidently stated that he 
could not remain in Olathe unless his salary was paid.”2  Shortly after this proclamation, 
Rev. Clark left being owed $23.  Between pastors, the church would manage with part-
time supply pastors.   
 First Presbyterian Church came close to death several times before the arrival of 
the Reverend A. V. Stout in 1886.  Rev. Stout specialized in two things: loving people 
and getting the women of the church to raise money through dinners.  The second of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Emma Lyman, The Hundredth Milestone: The First United Presbyterian Church, U.S.A. Olathe, 
KS 1865-1965 (Olathe, KS: First Presbyterian Church, 1965), 24. 
2 Ibid., 27. 
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these remained a fundraising staple of the church for many decades.  By the early 1900s, 
First Presbyterian Church began to take on the trappings normal to a church in that time 
period.  An organ, a “Sabbath School” (Sunday School), and a missions committee were 
all added to the church.  In 1915 the church reported a membership of 300.3 
 In the early years of the twentieth century, First Presbyterian Church moved into a 
position of prominence in the community.  Eventually the Congregational Church of 
Olathe attempted to merge with First Presbyterian Church.  However, after the 
congregation’s votes were cast approving the merger, the Kansas City Presbytery 
informed church members that they had no right to merge without permission of the 
presbytery.  This began a long road of tension between the presbytery and the church, a 
tension that continues to this day. 
 The 1940s and 1950s became a period of tremendous growth for the Presbyterian 
denomination nationally and locally in Olathe.  Simply carrying the name Presbyterian 
brought people to the church door.  During this time First Presbyterian Church gained a 
reputation for prestige and high levels of education among its members.  A third building 
location was selected for the church in the mid-1950s.4  Located away from the 
downtown area, where the first two church buildings stood, the third and current building 
was constructed in the middle of an up-and-coming neighborhood.  The church building 
was surrounded by the new houses built for doctors, lawyers, and other professionals.  
Through this period and into the 1970s the church swelled to a membership of 1,200 
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members which represented a significant percentage of the town’s population of 18,000 
people.  First Presbyterian had become “the church” in Olathe.  It was the church others 
looked to as a model, and the church that could attract powerful and well-respected 
ministers. 
 
The Split of 1977 and Its Continuing Effect 
 The relationship between First Presbyterian Church and its presbytery, the 
Heartland Presbytery (as well as the Presbyterian denomination), came to a head in 1977.  
The Reverend Robert Baxter, a powerful preacher and leader, decided that the United 
Presbyterian Church, U.S.A., the Northern predecessor of the Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.), had become too liberal.  In particular, he felt the denomination’s support of 
Angela Davis had crossed a line.  As a whole, the congregation reflected very 
conservative values, so First Presbyterian Church really did not have a 
liberal/conservative split.  For instance in 1977 the Session of First Presbyterian Church 
proposed a change to the Book of Order: “No person shall be refused the 
recommendation by the Committee on the Minister for examination by the Presbytery for 
ordination or admission into a Presbytery solely because that person holds a conservative 
position concerning Scripture and believes it is the Word of God, infallible and 
inerrant.”5  This amendment was rejected by the presbytery and never sent to the General 
Assembly.  It demonstrates the theological perspective of First Presbyterian Church at the 
time. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 First Presbyterian Church Olathe, “Session Minutes” (Session meeting, Olathe, KS, November 6, 
1977). 
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 Still, two camps formed: “Stay in the denomination and try to reform it,” or “Let’s 
leave these heretics behind.”  At the time the pastoral leadership refused to allow women 
into the elder leadership of First Presbyterian Church.  Two years before the split of First 
Presbyterian Church, the Pittsburg Presbytery ruled against Wynn Kenyon, declaring to 
the then United Presbyterian Church U.S.A.6 that all pastors must accept the ordination of 
women.  The message even from the pulpit at that time told people that the only faithful 
option was to leave and join the Presbyterian Church in America.  
 Thus the leadership of First Presbyterian Church chose to join with the newly 
formed Presbyterian Church in America.  Over half the church’s members left and 
followed Rev. Baxter.  During the next several months, some of the members trickled 
back to First Presbyterian Church.7  Exact statistics are difficult to determine since many 
people never officially moved their membership.  In this time period, moving to the 
Presbyterian Church in America was popular among conservative presbyterian churches; 
the inception of the Evangelical Presbyterian Church was still a few years away.   
 As is often the case in such situations, people claimed various reasons for leaving 
the denomination.  In particular, a group of more charismatic members from the church 
followed the leadership because they believed the Presbyterian Church in America had a 
greater openness to the gifts of the Holy Spirit.  It took only a few months to discover that 
the Presbyterian Church in America had very little openness to these kinds of gifts.  Some 
of these people quickly became disillusioned with the Presbyterian Church in America 
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27, 1977). 
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and left to become founding members of local independent churches.  As mentioned 
earlier, First Presbyterian Church represented the largest congregation in the community 
before the split.  After the division, the remaining congregation never grew back to its 
pre-split membership level.  The tension between those who stayed and those who left 
created pain that remains to this day.8  
 Ironically, the shell-shocked congregation that remained had a new opportunity 
the very next year, when construction of a new school, Blackbob Elementary, fell six 
months short of its completion date.  The principal of Blackbob was one of the remaining 
members of First Presbyterian Church, and he suggested that the school meet at the 
church until their building was completed.  Both the school and the church benefited 
from this arrangement.  Many new people came in to the church over the next six months, 
and several of them stayed to join the worshipping community.   
 At the time, a great sense of urgency pervaded the congregation, and members 
wanted a new pastor as soon as possible.  An assistant pastor filled the role of senior 
pastor until the new pastor arrived within a year. While the quick arrival of a new pastor 
helped to calm some fears, it also repressed other fears and emotions.  Within a few years 
the new pastor recognized an undercurrent of anger in the congregation.  He worked with 
members imploring them to forgive the people who had left the church.  The effort 
resulted in a degree of reconciliation among the larger congregation.  However, the First 
Presbyterian Session continued to operate with suspicion and mistrust toward the senior 
pastor.  It began to micromanage and take control of every detail of the church’s 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Charles Lupton, interview by author, Olathe, KS, March 12, 2011. 
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operation.  Session meetings lasted for hours.  Heated debate became the norm.  Often 
heated conversations would flow out to the parking lot.  After thirteen years of painful 
ministry, the Senior Pastor Dr. Raymer Matson, left the church under the shadow of 
conflict.9 
 
The Fallout from the Departure of Senior Pastors 
 After Dr. Matson’s departure, the church once again sought to find a pastor 
quickly and with little inspection about why Dr. Matson had left.  The congregation 
hoped the new pastor would have solutions to all the church’s problems.  Within fourteen 
months the church called a new pastor, the Reverend Charles Legvold, but he did not 
come with all the answers.  After his arrival, the First Presbyterian Session continued to 
operate with a high degree of conflict, especially between the elders serving on Session 
and the senior pastor.  Rev. Legvold was a pastor who specialized in pulpit preaching.  
By his own admission, Rev. Legvold found pastoral care difficult, preferring study and 
preaching.10  This inclination became a point of dissatisfaction with his ministry.  Within 
a few years conflict overflowed and Rev. Legvold left after seven years of ministry.  
However, to many church members seven years of service seemed within the normal 
range for a pastor to serve a church. 
 A few families left the church when Rev. Legvold departed for another position.  
The church considered these departures normal for during a pastoral transition.  A search 
calling committee was organized and this group also felt pressure from the congregation 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Jeannie Matson, interview by author, Olathe, KS, June 10, 2011. 
10 Charles Legvold, interview by author, Olathe, KS, December 3, 2011. 
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to “get a new pastor quickly.”  This time members had one requirement for the new 
pastor: she or he (most likely he) must have good pastoral care skills.  In fewer than 
sixteen months the Reverend John-Nelson Pope received a call to serve as senior pastor.  
While several people complimented Rev. Pope’s pastoral care skills, it soon became clear 
that Rev. Pope lacked the pulpit skills of his predecessors.  This limitation greatly 
diminished his reputation with the congregation.  In interpersonal relationships, Rev. 
Pope is reported to have had anger issues when dealing with conflict, with some conflicts 
resulting in the departure of staff persons. Once again, the church seemed to have failed 
to prioritize the skills it most desired.  Dysfunction within the leadership continued to 
grow. 
 After only sixteen months of service, Rev. Pope departed after a mediated 
settlement with the church in which he received nine months of salary.  The conflict that 
started in 1977 now bore its full battered fruit.  Soon more than half the membership left.  
The conflict in First Presbyterian Church became evident to even the most casual 
worshiper.  Serious questions about the church’s future viability began to arise.  The 
church leadership had finally hit a crisis point that caused them to truly reflect on their 
past and its implications for the future. 
 The Heartland Presbytery recognized the high degree of conflict in the First 
Presbyterian Church Olathe congregation and assigned an Administrative Commission to 
the church.  Because the church’s congregation had a seriously distrusted the presbytery 
since before their 1977 split, the arrival of the Administrative Commission created a high 
degree of suspicion.  The commission negotiated a separation agreement with Rev. Pope 
and pressed the church to hire an Alban Institute consultant who specialized in church 
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conflict resolution, the Reverend John Coil an Episcopalian Priest.  Although the church 
balked at the expense of hiring this consultant, it became clear that Heartland Presbytery 
required his services if they wanted to call a new pastor.   
 
First Presbyterian Session Response: Policy Governance 
 In 2002, Rev. Coil began his work as directed by the Administrative Commission.  
He did not limit his work to just the current conflict, but instead worked his way back to 
1977.  Through a great deal of pain, the church leadership realized for the first time how 
deeply the 1977 split had impacted the church.  The leader of the church split, Rev. 
Baxter, still had a powerful presence and the First Presbyterian Session followed his 
leading.  His leadership caused great pain in the remaining congregation.  To respond, the 
Session consciously or subconsciously, began to take control of many aspect of the 
church.  Micromanaging became the norm for the Session.  Its goal was to never allow a 
pastor to again have controlling power.  Three broken pastoral relationships in a row had 
been the result. 
 Now the Session had to develop a process to move away from conflict.  Having 
identified the problem, Rev. Coil recommended a process of change called “policy 
governance.”  This procedure establishes a set of guidelines or “policies” under which a 
senior pastor operates.  For instance, policy governance establishes a required amount of 
financial reserves.  It requires that health insurance be offered to all employees.  The 
senior pastor monitors maintenance of the church property, then he or she regularly 
submits reports to the Session.  If the Session does not like the pastor’s interpretation of a 
policy, it cannot speak directly to the pastor’s interpretation.  Instead, the Session can 
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only change the policy to make it more restrictive, for example, requiring a higher capital 
reserve amount. 
 The theory of policy governance is to free a Session from micromanaging so it 
can concentrate on bigger vision questions.  In reality, policy governance is an episcopal 
solution to a presbyterian problem: a top-down clergy remedy for a denomination in 
which churches are supposed to be governed by elders.  In its implementation, policy 
governance presented many problems for First Presbyterian Church leaders, and 
structurally it conflicted in several areas with the Presbyterian denomination’s Book of 
Order.  The Heartland Presbytery, which had strongly recommended that First 
Presbyterian Church contract with Rev. Coil, recommended against implementing of 
policy governance.  However, First Presbyterian Church proceeded with its 
implementation.  Policy governance emerged from a very general document designed to 
apply to many different kinds of organizations.  Through adaptations, the policy’s 
language had become very complex.  Even members of the steering committee who 
recommended the document to the Session and congregation had trouble understanding 
its details.  Despite implementation of policy governance, the Session still lacked the 
ability to cast a vision for the church without strong guidance from the senior pastor.   
 On the positive side, the adoption of policy governance demonstrated that the 
Session now recognized the dysfunction that had existed for decades between its 
governing body and various pastors.  Furthermore, it also showed a willingness of the 
Session to take radical steps to resolve that dysfunction.  The Session genuinely desired a 




 As First Presbyterian Church has discovered past issues that affect its current life, 
the Session has sought ways to interact in healthier ways.  This has meant some structural 
changes and a renewed focus on spiritual leadership for the Session.  Amid these 
changes, the success of other churches in the community has caused anxiety as the church 
looks to its future.   
 
Reforming the Session Structure 
 By 2005, the First Presbyterian Church Session had invested a great deal in policy 
governance, both financially and emotionally.  Some members saw policy governance as 
too radical of a departure from the way the church had operated in the past, and they 
chose to leave.  Despite these losses, the remaining members moved ahead.  For those 
leaders serving on the Session and the Interim Pastor, policy governance often lead to 
more confusion than clarity for the reasons previously mentioned.  Some in the church 
leadership greatly disliked the new process; some gave it only tepid acceptance.  No one 
seemed to have enthusiasm for it. 
 Eventually, the Session rewrote policy governance, making the language of the 
document simpler.  More importantly, new policies (now simply called “policies” rather 
than “policy governance”) were written.  These policies gave more power back to the 
Session.  The implementation of core values became the responsibility of teams that the 
Session helped to steer.  However, some of policy governance’s foundational principals 
related to finances and staffing remained.  Although atypical for a Presbyterian church,  
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the pastor retained management responsibility for finances and staffing to help prevent 
the Session from returning to a micromanagement style. 
  
Fear in the Shadow of Giants 
  While First Presbyterian Church sought to address its internal dysfunction, it 
watched churches in the area grow and flourish.  The church faced fears from within and 
without during these years.  Although these are typical fears for small and medium-sized 
churches, First Presbyterian had some unique trepidations.  When the church split in 
1977, some who went to the Presbyterian Church in America congregation quickly found 
their new denomination lacking.  Several of these people became founding members of 
two of the now largest churches in Olathe.   
 Judging strictly from results, it seems some of the people who left first 
Presbyterian Church in 1977 had dynamic leadership abilities.  One person who is 
particularly held up as an example of such ability is Gary Burwell.  An active member of 
the church before 1977, he eventually became a member of one of the churches that split 
from the Presbyterian Church in America.  Burwell is one half of the two founders of the 
Garmin Corporation (Gary is the “Gar” of Garmin).  At the church where he is now a 
member, he gave $18 million toward a $22 million building.  When some First 
Presbyterian Church members drive by this structure on a major Olathe thoroughfare, 
they are reminded of the 1977 conflict. 
  
Opening the Session to Greater Spiritual Leadership 
 One of the downsides of a Session working in “micromanagement mode” is that it 
allows very little time for spiritual reflection.  Given a chance to reflect on the 
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dysfunction of this style, most First Presbyterian Session members desired a new mode of 
operation.  The policy governance they adopted called for the Session to offer spiritual 
leadership to the church.  The Book of Order of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) states: 
“Presbyters are not simply to reflect the will of the people, but rather to seek together to 
find and represent the will of Christ.”11  This book goes on to declare: “The session shall 
have responsibility for governing the congregation and guiding its witness to the 
sovereign activity of God in the world, so that the congregation is and becomes a 
community of faith, hope, love, and witness.”12    
 These are appropriate tasks for a Session.  However, neither the policies of the 
church nor the Book of Order gives much guidance on how to accomplish these tasks.  
The turmoil of First Presbyterian Church gave the Session a willingness to try.  For the 
first time, study of the Scriptures became one of the Session’s primary tasks.  
Furthermore, the Session started spending longer periods of time in prayer with each 
other.  Session meetings began to feel like a spiritual gathering as much as a business 
meeting.  The new practices prompted the Session to question what spiritual leadership 
means in the church, but the church leaders still needed to figure out how to connect their 
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Current Purpose Statement, Core Values, and Vision 
 Today, First Presbyterian Church is guided by a purpose statement, core values, 
and a vision statement.  These documents were developed by leaders in the current 
church.  They are generally known and accepted by the congregation.  The purpose 
statement, and core values are posted in the fellowship hall, the weekly bulletin, and the 
monthly newsletter.  Each core value guides the structure of the church. 
 
Current Purpose Statement and Its Development 
 The Current First Presbyterian Church Purpose Statement reads: “We exist to 
boldly and fully share the real life Jesus Christ offers to all.”  This statement emerged 
from a weekend Session retreat.  A previous statement informed the development of the 
new statement, taking certain words and ideas.  However, the previous statement 
consisted of nearly 200 words.  The brevity of this statement stemmed from a desire for 
the whole congregation to know the statement.  Also, the Session wanted to make a clear 
statement for visitors. 
 Most Session members gave input on this statement, although they did not seek 
suggestions from the congregation.  The statement accurately reflects First Presbyterian 
Church’s evangelical heritage and the importance of evangelism.  In an effort to be 
inviting to nonmembers, the statement uses very few words that are exclusive to the 
Christian community.   
 While the purpose statement accurately reflects the current makeup of the church, 
elements missing in the statement are also telling.  Nothing in the statement speaks of the 
church’s Reformed heritage.  The statement seems to take a direction different from the 
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Westminster Catechism's “Chief end of man”13 or the Heidelberg Catechism's “Only 
comfort in life and in death.”14  These two statements from the Book of Confessions focus 
on the relationship between God and humans, emphasizing the glory and care of God, 
rather than on human responsibility to proclaim the gospel. 
 
Core Values and the Church’s Structure 
 The First Presbyterian Church Core Values are as follows: 
 Equipping - Based on God's authoritative Word as "the only rule for faith 
and life," we: Teach the knowledge of God's love and plan for life transformation; 
help people discover God's life-calling; train the skills of evangelism; teach in 
Christian leadership/facilitation. 
 Worshipping - Acknowledging the presence of God in the world and in 
our lives, in worship we: Praise, honor and glorify the Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit as revealed in Scripture; are opened to the transforming redemptive action 
of Jesus Christ; offer ourselves to God and his service in the world. 
 Missional - With the overriding purpose of honoring God and fulfilling the 
Great Commission, we: Seek to identify and address a full range of human needs. 
 Relational - Affirming that a personal relationship with Jesus Christ is the 
foundation of all relationships, we: Remember Jesus' words, "They will know you 
are my disciples by the way you love one another" and seek to live in authentic, 
loving relationships with one another; build mutual trust by sharing our lives 
together, praying, encouraging, and helping one another; admonish and sharpen 
each other in order to promote the common goal of Christ-like character.15 
 
The core values were developed during the Session retreat which also produced the 
purpose statement.  Participants arrived at the values by listing many possible values for 
the church, observing common threads among the values, and then compiling values into 
general categories.  In some cases a specific value became part of the definition of a core 
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15 The above core values were adopted by the Session of First Presbyterian Church on November 
18, 2007. 
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value.  These core values do not have a particular order of importance.  Furthermore, 
these are not particularly unique core values.  Other churches around the country have 
similar core values.  Over time, the leadership and congregation came to agree that these 
are the correct values for First Presbyterian Church. 
 For some churches core values are established and then quickly forgotten.  
However, for First Presbyterian Church, the core values have become the center of the 
planning process or a programming purposes, there are four core value teams.  These 
teams are the lifeblood of the church’s programs.  Every bulletin is organized around the 
core values.  Every newsletter is organized into core value areas.  Core values are the 
starting place for the church to decide what it does and what it does not do.  Every core 
value team has at least one Session member both to monitor and remind the team of the 
core value definition established by the Session. 
 
Vision and Its Connection to Core Values 
 
 In its vision statement, First Presbyterian Church proclaims: “We seek to be a 
missional community that worships in the Spirit and in truth; equips its people for life, 
ministry, and mission; and lives relationally as we love one another the way the Father 
loves us in the person of Jesus Christ.”  The vision statement closely aligns with First 
Presbyterian Church’s core values.  However, with the vision statement the Session 
intended to proclaim that its core values were not only its present values, but they were 
also the values they wanted to live into in the future.  Hence, much of the structure of the 
church revolves around the core values. 
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 The tie between vision and values also represents some of the church’s 
personality.  This church congregation stands strongly on what it believes is correct.  To 
use a secular phrase, they are “values voters.”  Nevertheless, they are not terribly 
visionary and the congregation is not overly entrepreneurial.  Members desire both a 
theological and an ethical standard, but they lack creativity in expressing those standards 
to the world. 
 
Ministries in the Church 
 First Presbyterian Church ministries happen within the context of the core value 
teams.  The worshipping team has primarily focused on services beyond the Sunday 
morning worship service.  The equipping team’s work has included biblical and 
theological training, teacher training, parenting classes, financial teachings, and grief 
groups.  Small groups and other fellowship activities have been the primary interests of 
the relational group.  In the last year, this team has begun to realize that most of their 
team’s work has been too shallow and they have begun to address this problem.  Perhaps 
the missional team has struggled more than other teams because it is charged most 
directly with addressing the significantly changing demographics in the church’s 
neighborhood.  In the last year, a plan to reach the neighborhood has started to emerge.  
The elementary school across the street from the church has opened its doors for various 
projects, and momentum is building to bless this school in various ways.  As each of 
these teams has gone about its tasks, members have realized that thin lines divide 
between core value areas with responsibilities often overlapping. 
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 Introducing the core value team concept into the traditional church committee 
structure has had challenges.  For example, First Presbyterian Church has had a board of 
Deacons for several decades.  Deacons primarily serve people inside the church.  As is 
the case in many Presbyterian churches, this group’s many tasks range from setting up 
communion all the way to responding to urgent physical needs of congregants.  While the 
Deacons board does not fit into the specific core values of the church, it has existed for 
many decades in the church and has served the congregation in critical ways. 
 Similarly, since 1982, before the church developed its current core value 
structure, the Olathe Food Pantry has operated from First Presbyterian Church’s facilities.  
Primarily staffed by unpaid volunteers from the church, this pantry serves between 
10,000 and 11,000 people per year.16  As the local economy has softened and the 
surrounding neighborhood’s economic makeup has changed, this ministry has increased 
in importance.  This critical ministry continues to operate outside the core value structure, 
since it needs little guidance. 
 The church also employs a full-time youth minister and a part-time children’s 
minister.  These ministries also greatly feel the tension between the neighborhood and the 
church.  Several families have even left the church due to their discomfort.  Furthermore, 
some of the people who have served in the children’s minister positions have actively 
discouraged neighborhood children from coming to church.  The tension between the 
church and the neighborhood is significant.  Currently, each of these ministries are  
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working to implement the church’s core values as part of their ministry rather than trying 
to fit within one of the core value areas. 
 
Push and Pull Between Church Traditions and Cultural Relevance 
 With other churches in the community having become household names in 
Olathe, some with the help of the people who formally belonged to First Presbyterian 
Church, members of the current church have had to face a new reality.  For some these 
facts cause sadness, while others wonder if they have lacked faithfulness to God’s call for 
the church.  In the face of giants, the congregation no longer can ignore the changing 
times.  
 Over its 140 years the congregation of First Presbyterian Church has developed 
many traditions.  Current members have departed from some of their traditions. The 2006 
remodeling of the sanctuary forced some of these changes since the sanctuary now had a 
different configuration.  Along the way, choir members gave up their robes and other 
formalities.  On the other hand, some members cannot imagine the church without certain 
traditions like choral music and hymns accompanied by the organ.  The loss of these 
elements would represent more of the substance of a worship service to people who 
cannot remember services without these traditions.  In the $500,000 remodel of 2006, the 
church invested $75,000 in upgrading the organ, the church continues to invest 
significant funds to pay an organist and a choir director. 
 At the same time, this type of music is increasingly foreign to other churches in 
the community.  In parts of the Kansas City area Presbyterian churches may have a good 
portion of their population who regularly attend the symphony or other classical music 
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events, but this is not true of the area surrounding First Presbyterian Church or even most 
of its members.  The hurdles for visitors entering a service at First Presbyterian Church 
can be high. 
 The church attempted to solve this problem by creating a “blended” service.  The 
blended service consists of two or three praise songs inserted in to an otherwise 
traditional service.  The reasoning supporting the blending sought to have elements for 
everyone could like.  However, it has also meant many have one or more elements they 
dislike.  Some members recognize that this worship structure needs to change, but they 
fear resistance to a change could destroy the church. 
  
Obstacles and Openness to Change in the Church 
 Even in newer congregations, traditions can hold a powerful sway.  In a church 
with over a hundred years of history, people hold to traditions without realizing they are 
traditions. The firing of Rev. Pope caused members, especially church leaders, to 
acknowledge traditions and to question their value.  They realized that some traditions 
needed to change, and they developed a greater willingness to consider change.  The next 
challenge is to bring change to other areas of the church. 
 John Kotter states: “By far the biggest mistake people make when trying to 
change organizations is to plunge ahead without establishing a high enough sense of 
urgency.”17  The firing of Rev. Pope and the following interim period greatly disrupted 
congregational life at First Presbyterian Church and caused an urgency.  First 
Presbyterian Church mostly likely needed a period of calm after such a disruptive time.  
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The church did experience a period of calm.  If Kotter is correct, knowing when to begin 
a push for change at First Presbyterian Church is the next question before the leadership 
and the congregation.  When change happens too quickly or too slowly, either can disrupt 
the life of the congregation.  The proposed planning process in this paper seeks guidance 


















 This section begins with historic works.  The first two works focus on the 
Reformed tradition.  First, John Calvin’s understanding of the Church, the work of the 
Holy Spirit, and the sovereignty of God are considered from his Institutes of Christian 
Religion.1  These are central issues for a church as it considers planning and God’s 
direction.  Second, the Book of Confessions also explores the nature of the Church. While 
helpful, a fuller understanding of the Church many be needed for the current church.  The 
regeneration of the will and the providence of God are also considered in this section.  
People must look to the regeneration of their own wills to receive insight from a guiding 
and directing God. 
 The Holy Spirit: Classic and Contemporary Readings is a collection of readings 
by Eugene F. Rogers Jr.2 which provides a broad range of writings on the Holy Spirit.  
This book was selected for its academic treatment of primary sources on the Holy Spirit.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 John Calvin, Institutes of Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis Battles 
(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1960). 
2 Eugene F Rogers, ed., The Holy Spirit: Classic and Contemporary Readings (San Francisco: 
John Wiley & Sons, 2009). 
 49 
Furthermore, Rogers gives a historical perspective as well as some modern thoughts on 
the Holy Spirit. 
 Dallas Willard’s Hearing God is a modern work that draws on historical writers.  
In this book Willard gives practical advice to Christians on hearing God’s direction.3   
Like the Book of Confession’s writing on the regeneration of the will, Willard assumes 
the seeking of sanctification in the life of a person who wants to hear from God.  Yet this 
book gives little guidance to a group seeking God’s direction. 
 Finally, three current works are considered: The Missional Church, The Present 
Future, and Church Unique.4  The missional church movement has challenged many 
long-held ideas about the nature of the church.  The Missional Church gives this 
movement an ideological base, whereas The Present Future lays out practical advice for 
becoming missional.  These two works, as they represent the missional movement should 
influence any church and how it thinks about its future.  Church Unique may be one of 
the best attempts to develop a planning process in a missional context.  However, there 
are several key components it fails to address both spiritually and theologically.  All these  
books add insight to this paper.  However, they fail to give God-centered and specific 
advice in one way or another. 
  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Dallas Willard, Hearing God: Developing a Conversational Relationship with God (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1984). 
4 Darrell Guder, ed., Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998); Reggie McNeal, The Present Future: Six Tough Questions for the 
Church (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2003); Will Mancini, Church Unique: How Missional Leaders Cast 
Vision, Capture Culture, and Create a Movement (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2008). 
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Reformed Foundations 
 For a theological perspective on the Reformed foundations of the Presbyterian 
denomination, the two primary sources for this section are the writings of Calvin and the 
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)’s Book of Order.  In particular, this section will focus on a 
Reformed understanding of the sovereignty and providence of God.  It will also consider 
the work of the Holy Spirit in this theology.  From an ecclesiastical perspective this 
sections will consider Calvin’s marks of the true Church and the additions to this 
understanding in the Scots Confession.  From a human perspective, the section will 
explore regeneration of the will. 
 
John Calvin’s reflections on the Nature of the Church 
 Calvin begins his reflections on the church by stating: “we need outward helps to 
beget and increase faith within us, and advance it to its goal, God has added these aids 
that he may provide for our weakness.”5  Thus, God has created his Church.  In the 
church “by God’s generosity, mediated by Christ’s merit, through the sanctification of the 
Spirit, sins have been and are daily pardoned to us who have been received and engrafted 
into the body of the church.”6 Thus the Church continually forgives sins through the 
power of the Holy Spirit.  It is in the Church that we receive this gift, “to impart to us this 
benefit, the keys of the church have been given.”7  The benefit of the keys includes not  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Calvin, 4.1.1. 
6 Ibid., 4.1.21. 
7 Ibid., 4.1.22. 
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only the living saints but also becoming part of the “elect from the beginning of the 
world.”8 
 Calvin recognizes that the Scriptures talks about two different churches the visible 
and the invisible.  Most of his work focuses on the visible church, or the church can be 
seen.  This church is not perfect.  Again, Calvin proclaims, “the Lord is daily at work in 
smoothing out the wrinkles and cleansing spots (of the church).”9  Despite its flaws, 
Christians are commanded to revere and keep communion with the visible church.  On 
the other hand Calvin recognizes that not all who are members of the visible church are 
part of God’s elect.  The true Church “is visible to the eyes of God alone.”10  However, 
Calvin also wants to focus his readers on the centrality of Christ within the Church.  “If 
the foundation of the church is the teaching of the prophets and apostles, which bids 
believers entrust their salvation to Christ alone—then take away that teaching, and how 
will the building continue to stand?”11  The Bible points believers to Christ. 
 The visible sign God gives us to strengthen us in the Church is the sacraments.  
For Calvin there are two sacraments: baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  The sacraments “an 
outward sign by which the Lord seals on our consciences the promises of good will 
toward us, in order to sustain the weakness of our faith; and we in our turn attest our piety 
towards him in the presence of the Lord and of his angels and before men.”12  For Calvin, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Ibid., 4.1.7. 
9 Ibid., 4.1.17. 
10 Ibid., 4.1.7. 
11 Ibid., 4.2.1. 
12 Ibid., 4.14.1. 
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the Church cannot exist without the sacraments because they are one of the primary ways 
the Holy Spirit works within the Church. 
 Calvin’s foundational understanding of the Church leads him to identify the two 
marks of the Church: “Whenever we see the Word of God purely preached and heard, 
and the sacraments administered according to Christ’s institution, there, it is not to be 
doubted, a church of God exists.”13  While he mentions other principles of the Church, 
Calvin continually appeals to these two marks of the church to understand its essence and 
to contrast his understanding of the church from the Roman understanding of the Church.  
 For instance, Calvin describes the papacy in this way,  
We have not discussed the capstone of the whole structure (of the Roman 
Church), that is, the primacy of the Roman see, from which they strive to prove 
that the church catholic is their exclusive possession.  The reason why we have 
not discussed this primacy is that it originated neither in Christ’s institution nor in 
the practice of the ancient church, as those former offices which, as we have 
shown, so arose from antiquity that they utterly degenerated through corruption of 
the times, indeed, took on a completely new form.”14   
 
Calvin believed the Roman church’s insufficiency stemmed from its lack of right 
preaching and administration of the sacraments.  This reaction is understandable given 
his circumstances.  Association or disassociation with the Roman church produced one 
war after another.  In the sixteenth century church authority meant life or death as 
principalities went to war over their theological understandings. 
 Today theological differences are set in a very different context.  Tension between 
Protestants and Roman Catholics rarely results in death, at least in the Western 
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14 Ibid., 4.6.1. 
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Hemisphere.  For example, Calvin understood an evangelist as someone who corrects 
doctrine rather than as someone who proclaims the gospel to people who have never 
heard the message.  In his time, he understood the spreading of the gospel to be complete.  
Yet, most Christians today would recognize, even in the neighborhood around their own 
church, that the gospel has not penetrated every corner.  Defining the church in contrast 
to the Roman church is inadequate for modern time. 
 The right preaching of the gospel and administration of the sacraments very much 
focuses on the pastor and his (and now her) work.  The response of the congregation 
seems implied, but not described.  Calvin wants to espouse the ministry of all and a 
doctrine of vocation that is very inclusive.  On the other hand his definition of the true 
church focuses primarily on pastors.  It seems in a post-Christendom era, a broader 
definition of the church may be needed. 
 
Calvin and the Secret Work of the Holy Spirit 
 
 The Church today needs more than to know its nature; it also needs to understand 
how it is guided into the future.  Here Calvin’s work on the Holy Spirit is helpful.  
According to Calvin, the Holy Spirit is necessary to bond us to our Savior who has 
returned to the Father: “The Holy Spirit is the bond by which Christ effectually unites us 
to himself.”15  Furthermore, the Holy Spirit is connected to the true marks of the church 
through his teaching of the Scriptures: “Let this point therefore stand: that those whom 
the Holy Spirit has inwardly taught truly rest upon Scripture, and that Scripture indeed is  
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self-authenticated; hence, it is not right to subject it to proof and reasoning.  And the 
certainty it deserves with us, it attains by the testimony of the Spirit.”16 
 At the same time, the Holy Spirit has independent work to do in the lives of 
Christians.  “By his Spirit, illuminating their minds and forming their hearts to the love 
and cultivation of righteousness, he makes them a new creation.”17  Thus in one instance 
the Holy Spirit is our teacher.  In another instance the Holy Spirit prompts us to the life of 
God’s new creation through sanctification.  Again: “By his secret watering the Spirit 
makes us fruitful to bring forth the buds of righteousness.”18  Indeed, both initiation and 
continued faith are works of the Holy Spirit, but “faith is the principal work of the Holy 
Spirit.”19  In other words, one could continually read the words of the Bible and never 
come to faith if it were not for the work of the Holy Spirit.  In quoting Matthew 13:11 he 
notes, “Whenever, then, the fewness of believers disturbs us, let the converse come to 
mind, that on those to whom it is given can comprehend the mysteries of God.”20  
 The life of the Spirit extends beyond the apprehension of faith, to understanding 
the Scriptures and sanctification.  This Spirit is the one who teaches Christians faith and 
makes them “capable of receiving heavenly wisdom.”21  In bringing individuals to faith 
and wisdom the Holy Spirit makes an important connection to the development of the 
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18 Ibid., 3.1.3. 
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21 Ibid., 3.1.4. 
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Church.  The same Spirit that roots the Church and teaches the Church also gives it 
guidance and direction.  Calvin recognizes that God’s wisdom is well beyond the 
intelligence of human beings when he boldly asserts: “the testimony of the Spirit is more 
excellent than all reason.”22 
 Applied to the discernment of a local congregation, the Spirit Calvin describes 
grounds the faith of the Church and also gives the Church wisdom.  As the Church seeks 
direction from God it continually needs pointing to the Holy Spirit.  For all the 
illuminating work Calvin does on the Spirit, he writes little about the mechanics of 
seeking the Holy Spirit’s direction, either individually or corporately.  It seems Calvin 
believes that if the two marks of the church are found in a congregation, the church is 
following the Holy Spirit.  Many in today’s church desire more specific direction from 
the Spirit.     
 
Calvin and the Sovereignty of God 
 One of the great hallmarks of Calvin’s theology is his emphasis on the 
sovereignty of God.  Not only did God have the power to create the universe, he also 
sustains the universe and functions in the everyday lives of his people.  Calvin writes: 
“there is no erratic power, or action, or motion in creatures, but that they are governed by 
God’s secret plan in such a way that nothing happens except what is knowingly and 
willingly decreed by him.”23  With this understanding of sovereignty, Calvin asseverates 
that God’s election is the only way people can come to him.  It also leads to his 
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conclusion that God’s people are predestined for salvation.  Calvin further states while 
God controls the actions of the universe, he is especially interested in the actions of 
humans.  “Because we know that the universe was established especially for the sake of 
mankind, we ought to look for this purpose in his governance also.”24  Sovereignty also 
has implications for humans and God.  They are limited.  “As all future events are 
uncertain to us, so we hold them in suspense.”25  God is the one who sees the future and 
the past.  Human beings are working within his plan for history.  The capabilities of 
humans are severely limited.   
 Such a high view of God’s sovereignty does not inform God’s people on how to 
seek his will, but it should encourage the Church to seek his will.  If reason falls short and 
God is directing history, the Church should seek first the wisdom and guidance of God, 
even for its specific future.  A church relying only its own best ideas will fall short. 
 
Book of Confessions: Basic Theological Foundations of PC(U.S.A.) 
 
 The second foundational document explored in this section is the Constitution of 
the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).  The First part of the constitution is the Book of 
Confessions which includes Confessions that span nearly 1900 years.  Three confessions 
from the Reformation era (1500-1700), are particularly important for consideration 
because they reflect a time when the Reformed movement seeks to define the Church in a 
new way in response to the Roman Church. 
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The Scots Confession’s Understanding of the Church 
 As the Scottish church formed founders drew heavily on the work of Calvin.  
However, they added one more item to their understanding of the true Church: the Kirk.   
The notes of the true Kirk, therefore, we believe, confess, and avow to be: first, 
the true preaching of the Word of God, in which God has revealed himself to us, 
as the writings of the prophets and apostles declare; secondly, the right 
administration of the sacraments of Christ Jesus, with which must be associated 
the Word and promise of God to seal and confirm them in our hearts; and lastly, 
ecclesiastical discipline uprightly ministered, as God’s Word prescribes, whereby 
vice is repressed and virtue nourished.26   
 
Here Church discipline is added to the true marks of the Church.  For much of its history, 
the Presbyterian Church understood the Session as the governing body of a church 
consisting of elders and pastors, the arbiter of discipline.  This declaration starts to move 
the authority of the church away from the pastor alone and toward the elders.   
 The Scots Confession gives guidance about discernment in the Church.  “When 
controversy arises about the right understanding of any passage or sentence of Scripture, 
or for the reformation of any abuse within the Kirk of God, we ought not so much to ask 
what men have said or done before us, as what the Holy Ghost uniformly speaks within 
the body of the Scriptures and what Christ Jesus himself did and commanded.”27  Here 
the Scots Confession speaks of solving theological and ethical controversy, but it does 
not address how to decide between two or more valid options in a church.  More 
specificity is given later: “We dare not receive or admit any interpretation which is 
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27 Ibid. 
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contrary to any principal point of our faith, or to any other plain text of Scripture, or to 
the rule of love.”28  While “the rule of love” might help to narrow some choices, it may 
not eliminate others. 
 
Regeneration of the Will in the Second Helvetic Confession 
 While the Scots Confession adds to the Reformed understanding of the true 
Church, The Second Helvetic Confession adds to the Reformed understanding of action 
in a Christian’s life.  “In regeneration the understanding is illumined by the Holy Spirit in 
order that it may understand both the mysteries and the will of God.  And the will itself is 
not only changed by the Spirit, but it is also equipped with faculties so that it wills and is 
able to do the good of its own accord.”29 The Holy Spirit regenerates the Christian’s will.  
This means that as a Christian grows, his or her will can more fully reflect the will of 
God. The Christian should then put that more mature will into action.  “Augustine rightly 
adduces the saying that ‘God is said to be our helper.  But no one can be helped unless he 
does something.’”30  There are many examples of people who claim the name of Christ 
but take action against the will of God. 
 The Second Helvetic Confession recognizes “...in the regenerate a weakness 
remains. For since sin dwells in us, and in the regenerate the flesh struggles against the 
Spirit till the end of our lives, they do not easily accomplish in all things what they had  
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planned.”31  The task of regeneration is always incomplete in a Christian and simply 
acting on human will does not always produce God-honoring decisions. 
 
Providence in The Westminster Confession of Faith 
 Any discussion of a Reformed understanding of decision-making would be 
incomplete without addressing providence because much of Reformed theology centers 
on the providence of God.  For instance, the Westminster Confession asserts: “God, the 
great Creator of all things, doth uphold, direct, dispose, and govern all creatures, actions, 
and things, from the greatest even to the least, by his most wise and holy providence, 
according to his infallible foreknowledge, and the free and immutable counsel of his own 
will, to the praise of the glory of his wisdom, power, justice, goodness, and mercy.”32  
With this understanding of providence, any decision made outside the will of God seems 
destined to fail. 
 God wants to work good for his church: “As the providence of God doth, in 
general, reach to all creatures; so, after a most special manner, it taketh care of his 
Church, and disposeth all things to the good thereof.”33  This care and goodness of God 
lasts throughout the Christian’s life and should give the Christian great comfort.  “They 
whom God hath accepted in his Beloved, effectually called and sanctified by his Spirit, 
can neither totally nor finally fall away from the state of grace: but shall certainly 
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persevere therein to the end, and be eternally saved.”34  While this statement highlights 
the importance of discernment and can give Christians confidence in their Father’s love, 
The Westminster Confession of Faith does not give specific direction on receiving God’s 
direction. 
 
The Holy Spirit: Classic and Contemporary Readings 
 Given its non-physical nature, the Holy Spirit is difficult to define.  Even though 
it lacks physicality, the Spirit still has infinite power.  Surveying everything Christian 
authors have written on the Holy Spirit is an overwhelming task.  In his book, The Holy 
Spirit: Classic and Contemporary Readings, Eugene F. Rogers Jr. does not seek to cover 
every writing on the subject.  Instead he provides an overview of key sources covering 
most of the history of the church.   
  
Survey of Historical Writings on the Holy Spirit 
According to Rogers, some of the earliest available resources following the New 
Testament occur in the time just before the Council of Nicaea.  At that time, Basil of 
Caesarea was particularly interested in the divinity of the Holy Spirit.  Basil writes: “in 
every operation the spirit is closely conjoined with and inseparable from the Father and 
the Son.”35  The Great Cappadocians insistence at the Council of Nicaea on the divinity 
of the Holy Spirit helped establish the divinity of Jesus Christ for the Church.  This paper  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 Ibid., 6.094. 
35 Rogers, 143. 
 61 
will assume, based on the work of these men and others, that the Spirit is God has been 
established. 
 Following the Council of Nicaea much of the church’s writing on the Holy Spirit 
centers on the topic of baptism.  Rogers summarizes Thomas of Aquinas’ thoughts on the 
Spirit’s work, “The Spirit writes the law on the heart. The Spirit works both from the 
outside and most internally—more internally than we work ourselves, because the Spirit 
draws and excites our deepest desires.”36  This process begins at baptism.  From this 
understanding Thomas concludes God can use the desires of the regenerated human.  For 
Thomas one of the primary means of this regeneration comes from the sacraments.  In the 
planning process the desire and hopes of the participants are always going to play a part 
in the decisions that are made as their desires are regenerated by the Holy Spirit. 
 
Likenesses and Differences In  
Eastern, Western, and Contemporary Understandings of the Holy Spirit 
 
 The Eastern and Western Church split over their understanding of filioque, the 
question of whether the Spirit proceeds from the Father alone or from the Father and Son 
together.  In The Holy Spirit: Classic and Contemporary Readings, Adrienne von Speyr 
gives a beautiful picture of his view on the emergence of the Holy Spirit: “From all 
eternity the Father has needed to love perfectly.  And since, in God, need and fulfillment 
are one, this need caused him from all eternity to beget the Son.  The first thing they do 
together is to send forth the Spirit from them both.”37  While the filioque was a hotly 
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debated topic in the third and fourth century, the Reformation made no significant 
changes to the classical understanding of the Holy Spirit. For most of the Church’s 
history, the Holy Spirit has been understood as part of the Trinitarian formula: the Father 
then the Son and then the Spirit.  The work of the second through the fifth centuries of 
the Church established the Church’s conversation on the Holy Spirit for many centuries 
to come. 
 Although the Church may have agreed upon the Trinitarian formula, 
experientially, for some people the opposite seems to apply: the Spirit leads us to the Son 
who then leads us to the Father.  The Church of England did an interesting study on the 
charismatic experience, in which it found that a significantly different experience with 
the Trinity has arisen in the last several decades.  The “Church of England Doctrine 
Commission, ‘Charismatic Experience’” in The Holy Spirit writes: “Charismatic 
Christians interpret their experience of the Spirit theologically in two ways.  The majority 
way is linear: the Spirit leads to Christ who leads to the Father.  A minority way is more 
communal: the Spirit initiates the Christian into the relationship between the Father and 
the Son.”38  Within this understanding, the work of the Holy Spirit has changed in its 
function.  The communal understanding leaves open the question of how much 
distinction exists between God and human beings. 
 This paper assumes a Nicene understanding of the Trinity.  First Presbyterian 
Church of Olathe assumes a more linear understanding of the Spirit, along with the 
Reformed Tradition.  While more novel for many, especially as the church considers its 
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core value of relational, understanding the communal of the Trinity is important.  The 
charismatic understanding probably goes too far, but it opens new possibilities of 
understanding the Trinity. 
 
The Holy Spirit and Current Application 
 For many people the concept of the Trinity seems mysterious.  Since the Spirit is 
a non-physical presence, it is seemingly abstract.  However, the Spirit is the person of the 
Trinity that Christians encounter on a daily basis.  Bruce D. Marshall notes: “Acquiring a 
Christian view of the world calls for a persistent willingness to overturn the epistemic 
priorities (though not the totality of belief) we would otherwise be inclined to have.”39  
The Holy Spirit aligns humans’ priorities with God’s priorities.  
 The Spirit also works within community to interpret Scripture.  As Stephen E. 
Fowl in The Holy Spirit, observes, “If Christians are to read with the Spirit (as they agree 
they must), then they must also become adept at reading the Spirit’s activity in their 
midst.”40  While the Spirit does not have a physical being, his direction in understanding 
the Bible is very tangible.  Without the Holy Spirit, the Christian community will lack 
unity and misunderstand God’s Word. 
 The Holy Spirit is also responsible for creativity within the Christian community.  
Jürgen Moltman writes: “The risen Son sends the creative Spirit from the Father, to 
renew heaven and earth.”41  God’s creativity did not stop at creation.  He continues to 
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create through his people.  The church’s effectiveness inside and outside its walls 
depends on a sensitivity to God doing new things among his people. 
 
Hearing God: Developing a Conversational Relationship with God 
 In the current era, several authors have recognized the Church’s lack of specific 
guidance on discerning God’s direction.  Perhaps one the most eloquent writers to 
addressed this subject is Dallas Willard.  Drawing on the history of the Church, he gives 
detail about discerning God’s will. 
 
Hearing God Depends on an Intimate Relationship 
 Willard begins by tapping into the confusion many Christians today feel in trying 
to discern God’s voice.  “We. . .find a pervasive and often painful uncertainty about how 
hearing God’s voice actually works today and what its place is in the church and in the 
Christian’s life.”42  Willard points out that hearing God’s voice begins with a lifestyle 
that seeks his presence.  “In our attempts to understand how God speaks to us and guides 
us, we must above all hold on to the fact that this is to be sought only as a part of a 
certain kind of life, a life of loving fellowship with the King and his other subjects within 
the kingdom of the heavens.”43  Within this “certain kind of life,” God prefers speaking 
to his people through a quiet inner voice rather than through spectacular actions.  “The 
still small voice—or the interior or inner voice, as it is also called—is the preferred and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 Willard, Hearing God, 25. 
43 Ibid., 31. 
 65 
most valuable form of individualized communication for God’s purposes.”44  This does 
not mean God cannot use the spectacular to communicate, but it is not his preferred 
method. 
 
Practical Guidance on Discerning God’s Will 
 In practical advice on developing this inner voice, Willard gives similar advice on 
how to better hear God speak with his inner voice.  In quoting William Law, Willard 
notes: “Therefore the Scriptures should only be read in an attitude of prayer, trusting in 
the inward working of the Holy Spirit to make their truths a living reality within us.”45  
Thus prayerful reading of the Bible is part of this “kind of life.”  
 Willard also suggests that Christians can learn about hearing God’s voice by our 
circumstance.   In quoting James Dobson, he notes Dobson’s prayer, “Please speak to me 
through my friends, books, magazines I pick up and read, and through circumstances.”46  
If Christians are open, God communicates often will with them.  Humans also open their 
spirit to the working of God through spiritual disciplines.  Willard outlines the spiritual 
disciplines in much greater detail in The Spirit of the Disciplines.  The practice of is 
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Willard Speaks to Individual Discernment, but Not Group Discernment  
 Willard offers significant advice both on recognizing God’s voice and cultivating 
a deeper relationship with God.  In Hearing God, he gives a picture of a life in which 
God regularly communicates with individuals and gives specific direction, primarily 
through an inner voice.  While seeking an inner voice in a personal relationship with God 
is helpful, inner voice communication is not as helpful in group discernment.  The inner 
voice is, by its very nature, personal and individual.  If two or more individuals hear 
something different from God, confusion and even conflict, can ensue.  If the group 
cannot decide, they may turn to a leader to discern who heard from God and who did not.  
The group has to determine who has heard from God and who has not.  While Willard 
includes many good suggestions on individual discernment, he does not include guidance 
on group discernment which seems to require a modified process. 
 
The Missional Church and The Present Future 
 Since the mid-1990s, conversation about the concept of the “missional church” 
has caused the church to question its assumptions about its very nature.  Various authors 
have sought to separate a Christendom/establishment understanding of the church from a 
biblical understanding of the church.  Over the past fifteen years many books have 
addressed this topic: for this paper, I will reference The Missional Church and The 
Present Future; The Missional Church will be considered due to its ideological 
foundations for the missional movement.  The Present Future is referenced for its 
practical application.  This section will especially focus on the importance of the 
missional movement as First Presbyterian Church considers its future. 
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The Church is a Sending Agency 
 In its attempt to understand the church’s vocation in the world, The Missional 
Church begins with the missio Dei, the mission of God.  Here missio is defined as “to 
send.”  In quoting David Bosch, The Missional Church notes that as the Father sends the 
Son, and the Father and the Son send the Spirit, there is “yet another ‘movement’: Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit sending the church into the world.”47  The sending vocation of the 
church then is to announce and embody the kingdom of God.   
The calling of the church to be missional—to be a sent community—leads the 
church to step beyond the given cultural forms that carry dubious assumptions 
about what the church is, what its public role should be, and what its voice should 
sound like.  Testing and revising our assumptions and practices against a vision of 
the reign of God promises the deep renewal of the missional soul of the church 
that we need.48 
 
 This understanding of the church gives it a mission larger than simple institutional 
survival.  In describing the approach of some churches, Reggie McNeal puts it starkly, 
“The message being telegraphed is that the church is hungry for more resources and is 
desperate for another family to join and support it.  People outside the church bubble are 
not waking up on Sunday morning hoping to find a church they can help make 
successful.”49  Many churches have a small view of their calling.  The missional church 
movement reminds churches of what they truly represent inside, and more importantly 
outside their walls: the reign of God. 
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 With worries about its own survival, the church can focus on self-protection 
above all else.  However, as McNeal states: “The church was never intended to exist for 
itself.”50  If a church remains within its walls, it will die because it is not fulfilling its 
God-given purpose.  This is a dramatic change for churches that have become growth, 
program, or survival oriented.   
  
Shift from an Inward-Growth to an Outward-Blessing Focus 
 In a consumer-driven culture, churches can easily fall into the trap of becoming a 
“vendor of religious services and goods.”51  Capitalism has deeply influenced both the 
culture and the church in the United States.  The Missional Church even describes this 
extreme: “The clergy are the church’s sales representatives, religious doctrines its 
products, and evangelization practices its marketing techniques.”52  In many circles the 
drive to protect and expand the institutions of the church has become the top priority.  In 
some cases churches have blindly adopted business and marketing techniques. 
 God has a greater purpose for his Church than simply growing local 
congregations.  God has put the church on a mission—he has “sent” the Church.  “We 
have come to see that mission is not only merely an activity of the church. Rather, 
mission is the result of God’s initiative, rooted in God’s purposes to restore and heal 
creation.”53  McNeal puts the same idea another way: “North American Christians think 
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in terms of its institutional expression, the church, as opposed to thinking about 
Christianity in terms of a movement.”54 
 For centuries the idea of the church as a movement seemed absent.  “On the one 
hand, the Reformers and their immediate successors believed that the commission Jesus 
left with the apostles—to disciple the nations—was filled in the first century.”55  
Believing that the job of mission was done, Christians focused on the institution of the 
church.  Now the Church needs to rediscover its God-given identity. 
 
 Refocusing the Church on a Biblical Model 
 The Bible gives a robust picture of the church.  “The church represents the Divine 
reign as its sign and foretaste.  But the church also represents the Divine reign as agent 
and instruments.”56  The church should not only proclaim the reign of God, it should 
demonstrate that reign.  “The church’s task of announcing the reign of God will mean 
moving beyond the four walls of the church building, from the safe group of people who 
know and love each other, into the public square. The missional church will be in the 
world with good news.”57    
 When the Church assumed the Christendom model, its need to carry the “Good 
News” outside its own walls was diminished.  The Church of Acts and the first centuries 
of the Church would find this unthinkable.  The first Christian followers had no 
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institutional walls or property to protect.  The Church lived in the world.  Sacred 
distinctions were made more by time than by space, almost any space could become a 
place of worship for a given period. 
  The early Church went out with good news for the world.   They announced the 
kingdom of God.  The Church saw itself as part of God’s plan not just for Israel or the 
Roman empire, but as part of his plan for history.  McNeal writes: “When the kingdom 
fully comes, people will finally realize their full potential as human beings created in the 
image of God.”58 
  
Importance of the Local Church Understanding Community 
 The dividing lines between the early church and the community were more ethical 
than cultural.  Early Christians had a natural understanding of their culture.  Today the 
Church has a greater struggle understanding society.  McNeal claims, “You cannot be 
faithful to the Great Commission without being culturally relevant.”59  Understanding 
both the differences and the similarities the church should have with today’s culture will 
take a major paradigm shift.  “For covenant community to emerge, church life must be 
repatterned.  In an individualistic, voluntaristic culture, people need to be led into forms 
of covenant identity.”60 
 To become missional means that people in a community need to be more devoted 
to one another.  “The inner, communal life of the church matters for mission. . .How 
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Christians behave towards one another, the testimony that their relationships make in the 
public square, and the character of their life together as a whole community are integral 
to their apostolic mission.”61  A voluntaristic mentality can lead to a shallow relationship 
among God’s people. 
 When people are bound to each other, they need to then be ready to “go” on 
God’s mission.  “Taking the gospel to the streets means we need a church where people 
are already hanging out.”62  “Going out” not only breaking down walls, but also 
discerning what God is doing outside the church’s walls.  It means blessing the 
community surrounding the church.  “This is what it’s going to take to gain a hearing for 
the Gospel in the streets of the twenty-first century—the smell of cleaning solution, dirty 
faces, obvious acts of servanthood.”63  The Church must embody the gospel. 
 While there is much helpful material in these books on reorienting people’s 
understanding of church, there is not much on how a church should decide among options 
and opportunities set before it.  The Missional Church has a section on “bounded” and 
“unbounded sets” but it offers little practical advice.  This is helpful foundational 
material, but a local congregation needs more detail to make it a reality. 
 
Church Unique 
 Several books seek to outline a planning process for the church.  Some describe a 
business-oriented strategic planning model more than a biblical model.   Many of these 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
61 Ibid., 128. 
62 McNeal, 35. 
63 Ibid., 38. 
 72 
books were written before the missional church discussion became popular.  Will 
Mancini’s Church Unique is one of the first attempts to give structure and vision to a 
church that seeks a missional focus. Mancini offers important insights for churches 
seeking faithfulness to the gospel. 
 
A Church’s Vision Which Is Unique to Its Context 
 Each local congregation has a unique set of circumstances, strengths, and 
opportunities that God has set before it.  In Mancini’s terminology, every church has a 
“Local Predicament,” a “Collective potential,” and an “Apostolic Esprit.”64  He suggests 
that discovery of each of these elements is the key to understanding God’s plans for a 
local congregation.  He asserts that God has a different plan and purpose for each local 
congregation. 
 Mancini believes that typically churches want to seek something new simply for 
the sake of doing something new.  He writes: “The resulting vision (in our culture) is the 
need to be constantly cutting-edge. In the race to be relevant, it’s all too possible to miss 
the deeper essence that God wants to nurture. The irony is that this cultural whirlpool is 
actually an addiction to new thinking.”65  God can use the old and new in congregations 
to bring about his plans.  Thus part of the discovery process is learning what he has 
already done.  Discovering God’s will for a church is not just about following the latest 
trend; it is about hearing God’s voice. 
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 The primary building block for any church is the people who are already in the 
church.  Mancini declares, “Programs don’t attract people; people attract people.”66  
Understanding the personalities of the people in the congregation will help the church 
develop its vision.  Knowing the people of the congregation, their gifts talents and 
interests, should guide any planning process.  God working his plan in his people and his 
congregations was happening long before the first planning meeting was called. 
 At the same time, if the church is listening to God, its vision will create unity 
along with an understanding of individuals.  One possibility is that the planning process 
can divide people into silos.  “A strategic plan can easily divided team by giving each 
player and individual goalpost.”67  Any sufficient vision for a church should produce 
more, rather than less unity, among the entire congregation. “The question we then need 
to ask is how to move people from stage zero: confusion to stage three: collaboration. 
Collaboration is the point where individual ministries and leaders have checked their ego 
at the door and are actively trying to serve a mission by serving one another.”68 
 
A Detail Map For Discovering a Church’s Vision 
 Mancini gives many good pieces of advice for members seeking to discover 
God’s unique vision for their church.  Mancini offers criteria for a contagious vision, a 
vision should be “clear, concise, compelling, catalytic, and contextual.”69  These criteria 
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create a good measuring stick for a church to determine if its vision can become 
contagious in its own congregation and in the community. 
 Church Unique can also help a church translate its vision into practice.  As 
Mancini notes: “The absence of strategy, as I am defining it, is the number one cause 
ineffectiveness in a healthy church.”70  Vision needs a plan, and a plan needs to turn into 
action.  Furthermore, Mancini reminds the local congregation that it is not working on its 
own.  “In the kingdom economy, other churches are not competitors but collaborators.  
The best thing you can do is broadcast a clear, crisp message of what makes your Church 
Unique.”71  This is why a church needs to understand the vision God has for it. 
 
Movement of the Holy Spirit in Process 
 Unique Church provides helpful guidance for a church undertaking future 
planning.  Mancini gives some good tools for understanding a church community and 
then translating unique factors into a church vision.  Deal with varying levels of spiritual 
maturity on a visioning team.  In this book several churches with very clear vision are 
described.  It is easy to see how their visions flow from their values.  Mancini goes 
further by addressing the challenge of implementing a vision in the life of the church. 
 As concrete and insightful as Mancini is in Church Unique, he does not address 
the power of the Holy Spirit in church planning.  Mancini often writes about God and 
finding God’s vision for a church, but he does not give specifics about listening for God’s 
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voice in the discernment process.  He does not deal with the reality of working with team 
members who have varying levels of spiritual maturity and confidence in discerning the 
Holy Spirit.  When the process of creating a vision is complete, no guidelines for 
discerning and responding to changes from the Holy Spirit about the vision are provided.   
 In considering Spirit-guided planning in the local church there is a wealth of 
general material written since the New Testament.  These materials give sound 
theological and ecclesiological guidance.  Any planning in a church needs to consider 
these thoughts.  However, they do not give a complete and specific picture of how a 
church can participate in Spirit-led direction under a sovereign and providential God as 








THEOLOGY OF THE CHURCH 
 
 The previous chapter evaluated critical ideas to the theology of the Church from 
writers covering 500 years.  Assuming that background, this chapter considers theology 
specific to Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) in how it understands and functions as a church.  
Elders are critical in this denomination because they are expected to listen for the voice 
of the Holy Spirit as they lead their congregation.  At the same time, the elders are given 
boundaries by the Scriptures.  As pastors (teaching elders) and ruling elders are given 
equal spiritual authority (with different functions), it is critical to have mature people of 
faith in both offices.  They need to have a strong understanding of the Bible as the church 
is called to an openness to reform at any time.   
 Presbyterians assume the sovereignty of God and the sinfulness of human beings.  
This tension has practical implications for Presbyterian’s operating models.  Power is 
distributed among several leaders.  Power sharing between teaching and ruling elders 
along with parity demonstrate the Presbyterian Church’s commitment to equality between 
pastors and laity.  To then bring Presbyterian polity into sharper focus, it is compared and 
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contrasted to two other polities: episcopal and congregational.  This paper assumes a 
Presbyterian polity as it considers a planning process for the local congregation. 
 
Main Tenets of Presbyterianism 
 Presbyterians believe that the Holy Spirit can speak to anyone.  The division 
between the pulpit and the pew is functional not theological.  This means leadership 
arises from the congregation as well as the seminary, both have equal access to Gods 
voice.  This is reflected not only in the principles of the Presbyterian Church, but it is also 
reflected in its structures.   This denomination also affirms God’s continual desire to do 
new things among his people.  The Holy Spirit calls people from a life of staleness into 
the abundance of God’s kingdom.  However, the Bible places boundaries around the 
work of the Holy Spirit.  These boundaries help Christians to better identify the work of 
the Spirit. 
 
 A Church Ruled by Elders 
 As signified by the root of its name, the Presbyterian denomination is a church 
that is ruled by elders.  Taken from the Greek word for elder, πρεσβύτερος, currently the 
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) identifies two elder offices:teaching and ruling.  Teaching 
elders are also referred to as pastors, co-pastors, and associate pastors in the Book of 
Order.1  The primary responsibilities of this office include the preaching of God’s Word 
and the administration of the sacraments.  Again Calvin’s marks of the church appear, 
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especially the proclamation of the Word of God.  “Teaching elders (also called ministers 
of the Word and Sacrament) shall in all things be committed to teaching the faith and 
equipping the saints for the work of ministry.”2  While the pastor may have many duties, 
the reference to “teaching elder” makes it clear that teaching is central to this office. 
 “Ruling elder” also communicates clearly the responsibilities of this office.  The 
Book of Order defines a ruling elder as follows:  
As there were in Old Testament times elders for the government of the people, so 
the New Testament church provided persons with particular gifts to share in 
discernment of God’s Spirit and governance of God’s people. Accordingly, 
congregations should elect persons of wisdom and maturity of faith, having 
demonstrated skills in leadership and being compassionate in spirit.3   
 
Ruling elders hold the responsibility for making most of the decisions regarding a 
congregation.  Typically this includes decisions regarding budgeting, staffing, programs, 
administration, and so forth.   
 While ruling elders are people of wisdom and maturity of faith, they are rarely 
people who work for the church and normally have limited theological training.  The 
Book of Order states “Ruling elders, together with teaching elders, exercise leadership, 
government, spiritual discernment, and discipline and have responsibilities for the life of 
a congregation as well as the whole church.”4  This is a significant governing difference 
with the polities of other denominations.  Most decision-making power in Presbyterian 
Churches is in the hands of people with limited training.  Only teaching elders are 
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4 Ibid. 
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required to complete seminary training.  This is true even at higher governing levels: 
presbyteries, synods, and the General Assembly, in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). 
 
Parity of Elders in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 
 For the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) official voting representation at a presbytery 
meeting requires an equal number of teaching and ruling elders.  “The presbytery is the 
council serving as a corporate expression of the church within a certain district and is 
composed of all the congregations and teaching elders within that district.”5  This is done 
to emphasize the denomination’s doctrine of the “ministry of all.”  The Confession of 
1967 defines the ministry of all: “Each member is the church in the world, endowed by 
the Spirit with some gift of ministry and is responsible for the integrity of his witness in 
his own particular situation. He is entitled to the guidance and support of the Christian 
community and is subject to its advice and correction. He in turn, in his own competence, 
helps to guide the church.”6  This elevation of the ministry of all people leads to a parity 
between (professional) teaching elders and (lay) ruling elders. 
 Special care is given to maintain this parity.  “The presbytery shall adopt and 
communicate to the sessions a plan for determining how many ruling elders each session 
should elect as commissioners to presbytery, with a goal of numerical parity of teaching 
elders and ruling elders. This plan shall require each session to elect at least one 
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6 The Book of Confessions, 9.38. 
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commissioner...”7  A presbyter’s moderator is to alternate between a teaching elder and a 
ruling elder each year. 
 This idea of parity also applies to the denomination’s national meeting.  “It (the 
General Assembly) shall consist of equal numbers of ruling elders and teaching elders 
elected by the presbyteries and reflective of the diversity within their bounds...”8  The 
General Assembly alternates its moderators between teaching elders and ruling elders.  
Very few denominations are regularly moderated by “lay people.”  With this tradition of 
parity in presbyteries, synods, and the General Assembly, a planning process dominated 
by the pastor would seem inappropriate in a local congregation.  From a theological 
perspective, a planning process should include more than a pastor engaging in individual 
discernment.  (Practical reasons for engaging lay people will follow in later sections.) 
 
 Reformed and Always Reforming According to the Word and Christ 
 Unlike some other denominations (such as Episcopal, Lutheran, and Methodist), 
the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) has no official doctrinal position on “tradition.”  The 
denomination’s foundations actually emphasize change more than tradition.  “‘The 
church reformed, always to be reformed according to the Word of God’ in the power of 
the Spirit.”9  The church should always be willing to change based on the call of the Holy 
Spirit.  In practice, many churches prefer defaulting to tradition, rather than undertaking 
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the challenging work of listening to the Spirit.  In other words, Presbyterian churches 
should demonstrate a greater willingness to change compared to many denominations, 
however, the comfort of the known can often keep them from change (even the change 
God is calling them to do). 
 This doctrine of continual reformation clearly looks to the Reformed doctrine of 
Sola Scriptura, which will be detailed later.  Sola Scriptura directs the church to always 
test any decision against the Scriptures.  Therefore a church should always have an 
openness to change, yet there are limits to change.  The Bible becomes the boundary for a 
local congregation’s decision making.  In this context, Darrell Guder offers a safeguard 
for interpreting the scriptures in The Continuing Conversion of the Church, “They (we) 
never divorce themselves from the desire to bring this powerful and radical gospel under 
control.”10  The gospel is called to control the church, not the other way around. 
 
Biblical Limitations to the Work of the Holy Spirit 
 Within this biblical limit, the church is open to the power of the Holy Spirit.  The 
Scriptures are one test to determine if someone is listening to the Spirit.  For example, a 
plan to rob a bank to support a church’s budget would quickly be eliminated when tested 
against the Scriptures.  However, in a local congregation one person could feel the church 
being led to start a hospice ministry while another to start an after school ministry.   
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 In a context of limited resources, the church might have to choose between the 
two.  In some cases the Spirit might open greater resources and call the church to do both.  
The Bible does not tell a church which of these options to take.  The Book of Order tells a 
congregation to seek the power of the Holy Spirit, but it does not tell it how to seek that 
power.  While the Book of Order gives specific instructions for the life of a church in a 
few places, in general its guidance is relatively broad. 
 Furthermore, a church is directed by the Word of God: Jesus Christ.  While the 
whole of the Scriptures guide and direct the Church, Jesus Christ is the head of the 
Church.  “The Church’s life and mission are a joyful participation in Christ’s ongoing life 
and work.”11  Special attention should be given to the life and work of Jesus as a church 
seeks direction into the future. 
 
Critical Reformed Tenets Affecting Ecclesiology 
 God creates the Church.  Thus for the church to understand itself, it needs to 
begin with God.  God rules the universe and he rules the Church.  This can be an affront 
to people who prize “freedom.”  God’s sovereignty presents a great challenge to the 
modern church, because it is difficult to convince people that they are not their own.  It is 
a further challenge for congregations to realize that God is in charge of their future.  
However, when a church begins to live in the light of the witness of the Bible, they 
increasingly understand that God is in control.  Then a church has to contend with the 
very practical issue of having the Scriptures bear on their local structure.  This section 
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ends with a Reformed perspective on the Church as a covenant community.  If a church 
believes in the sovereignty of God, then it will realize God has drawn them together as a 
community, it has not simply chosen to become a church.  This understanding of God and 
community draws a church into a close-knit bond as they join with each other to seek 
God’s direction for their future.  
 
Sovereignty of God 
 As is appropriate for Calvin’s inheritors, the sovereignty of God is central to the 
beliefs of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).  The confessions of the church want to make 
God’s “otherness” perfectly clear.  One of the strongest statements on the sovereignty of 
God is the Westminster Confession.  It states: 
God hath all life, glory, goodness, blessedness, in and of himself; and is alone in 
and unto himself all-sufficient, not standing in need of any creatures which he 
hath made, nor deriving any glory from them, but only manifesting his own glory 
in, by, unto, and upon them: he is the alone fountain of all being, of whom, 
through whom, and to whom, are all things; and hath most sovereign dominion 
over them, to do by them, for them, or upon them, whatsoever himself pleaseth.12  
 
There is no higher view of God than this.  God is the whole/holy other.  This is not a God 
humans can control. 
 For a church like First Presbyterian Church Olathe, this understanding of 
sovereignty can cause tension in understanding itself.  First Presbyterian Church not only 
understands itself as a Reformed church, it also understands itself as an evangelical 
church. Members more often identify the church as evangelical rather than as Reformed.  
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This identity is comfortable in the community where many more churches identify 
themselves as evangelical than Reformed (or Arminian, Nazarene, Wesleyan, and so 
forth.).   
 More than some other traditions, the Reformed tradition has struggled with a God 
who is omnipotent and omniscient.  In a freedom-based culture like the American culture, 
the thought of a God with total dominion over his creation can cause dissonance.  For 
some Reformed Christians, there is a conflict between believing in a sovereign God and 
sharing the gospel’s good news.  The way some have resolved this conflict is to simply 
neglect the sovereignty of God.  However, any planning process that is true to the 
Reformed tradition needs to recognize God’s power and control over the process. 
  
Sola Scriptura and Its Standard for Church Polity 
 The Reformed tradition and the evangelical tradition find more agreement when it 
comes to a doctrine of Scripture.  Both these traditions look to the Bible as the final 
authority.  The Scots Confession puts it this way: “As we believe and confess the 
Scriptures of God sufficient to instruct and make perfect the man of God, so do we affirm 
and avow their authority to be from God, and not to depend on men or angels.”13  By 
looking to the Bible for authority, the church has wisdom and guidance directly from 
God. 
 Since the Reformation (and even before), denominations have sought to structure 
themselves around biblical models.  Based on its understanding of the Bible, the 
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Presbyterian church is no different.  Calvin, and subsequently John Knox, sought a model 
of church that thoroughly reflected the Bible.  Whereas the Lutheran model borrowed 
heavily from the Roman Catholic tradition, the Reformed perspective sought to align 
more closely with the Bible. 
 As Calvin considered church structure he began with Ephesians 4:11-13.  Many 
modern voices begin with that same passage.  In this passage five different offices are 
outlined: apostle, prophet, evangelist, pastor, and teacher.  Calvin believed the first three 
offices existed in the early church, and now only the offices of pastor and teacher remain.  
Many current writers question the elimination of apostle, prophet, and evangelist.  Alan 
Hirsch, in particular, believes any healthy church will exhibit all five offices.  He writes: 
“All the five ministries (apostle, prophet, evangelist, pastor, and teacher) are needed to 
engender, call forth, and sustain a full ministry in the Jesus movement.  In fact, all five 
ministries in dynamic relation to one another are absolutely essential to vigorous 
discipleship, healthy churches, and growing movements.”14 
 A look at church structures in the Bible by post-Christendom writers has led to 
greater questioning of the assumptions about biblical church structures.  Knowing exactly 
how elders, bishops, deacons, pastors, teacher, evangelists, prophets, and apostles 
functioned in New Testament times is difficult.  Members with other spiritual gifts may 
have also had leadership roles in the early churches.  Ephesians 4 may give us a clearer 
picture of how the church functioned in Ephesus.  However, it is not clear that this is how 
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the church functioned in every city, even in every city where Paul planted a church.  Most 
likely there were at least some if not many differences in other cities.  One task of the 
churches today is to wrestle with various forms of church structuring as they seek God’s 
direction.  Structure will not solve all of a church’s issues, but good structure can assist in 
move a church to a God-honoring future. 
 
The Doctrine of Covenant Community 
 Flowing from its understanding of sovereignty, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 
organizes the local and national church around the idea of covenant.  The Book of Order 
starts with the call of God: “In the beginning God created women and men for 
community and called a people into covenant. Jesus called, commissioned, and promised 
to be present to a people gathered in his name. The Holy Spirit calls, gathers, orders, and 
empowers the new community of the covenant.”15  A church does not gather because a 
group of people decide to have a church; it gathers because God calls it together by his 
Spirit.   
 In the context of a multi-denominational and freewill-oriented culture, covenant 
community can seem unnatural.  A church is called together not because everyone agrees 
but because God has called it together does not fit our contemporary way of thinking 
about church organization.  In such a covenant community discerning God’s will can 
produce conflict.  With a covenant community people can have the emotional space to 
wrestle with discernment without fearing they will be abandoned in the process. 
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 Without an understanding of the church as a covenant community, church 
discipline seems almost impossible and the church will always become weaker when 
conflict arises.  The sin of idolatry teaches us that humans are prone to worship our own 
creation, and they are prone to worship themselves, rather than the Creator.  However, 
with the doctrine of covenant community, the center of the church moves away from 
anthropomorphism and it understands itself as God’s creation.  Again, these doctrines 
help to bring the sovereignty of God into greater focus in practical ways in church life. 
 
Alternative Forms of Ecclesiology 
 One of the most practical ways churches reflect their theology is through their 
polity.  The vast majority of churches form around one of three models: episcopal, 
congregational, and presbyterian.  Each of these models holds up biblical passages to 
justify their particular form of government.  Churches make theological decisions by 
emphasizing certain passages and not others.  These three models are compared and 
contrasted here to help better understand presbyterian polity and its unique features as the 
task of planning is considered for a local congregation. 
 
Episcopal System: Strengths and Weaknesses 
 The oldest church polity system is an episcopal model.  This is a hierarchical 
system presided over by bishops (the name is taken from the Greek επίσκοπος).  Before 
the Reformation, both Eastern and Western Churches were structured around this model.  
In the Western Church, the pope was seen as “first among equals” with the bishops.  In  
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many ways Luther modeled his church structure similarly.  In the episcopal model, the 
bishop has authority over the priests or pastors under him (or now her). 
 Theoretically in this system a person rises to the position of bishop due to his 
(now her) spiritual maturity.  People become bishops because they demonstrate an ability 
to discern God’s direction.  Time and again the decisions they make prove to bear fruit.  
One of the advantages of this system is its ability to change quickly.  If priests or pastors 
act inappropriately in a congregation, the bishop can remove them quickly.  If an  
opportunity to serve is presented to a church, the decision to act can happen quickly 
because it can be made by one person.  
 On the other hand, the episcopal model’s greatest strength can also be its greatest 
weakness.  While benevolent and wise bishops can greatly bless their flock, a vindictive 
or incompetent bishops can cause extensive damage.  Examples of these leadership 
problems were partly responsible for the Reformation.  While the model can result in 
good decisions that are carried out quickly, it can also result in bad decisions that are 
carried out too quickly without adequate consideration. 
 The episcopal model focuses the life of the church on its leadership.  In some 
cases this can cause congregation members to rely on their leader (bishop/pastor/priest) 
for spiritual discernment rather than developing it for themselves.  While many in an 
American culture struggle with the model because it lacks democratic principles, the 
message it communicates about an individual’s connection to God is even more 
problematic.  When abused, leadership in this model can be portrayed as being closer to 
God than the rest of the congregation’s members. 
 89 
 
Congregational System: Strengths and Weakness 
 The model often chosen by independent churches and conventions (like the 
Southern Baptist Convention) is the congregational model.  In this structure, each 
congregation operates independently, and there are no bishops.  In theory, even the pastor 
is not in charge of a congregation.  (In discussing this model it is difficult to accurately 
describe every congregational church because each congregation creates its own own 
structure.)  The congregation as a whole has power over the congregational decisions.  In 
other words, the congregation has the right to vote on any church decision, and its vote is 
final. 
 The congregational model is a particularly popular in the United States because it 
appeals to democratic ideals.  Everyone in the church has a vote.  The power of the 
congregation is distributed among members.  In the model, a congregation should take 
responsibility for its own collective discernment spiritual discernment.  If the 
congregation’s leader is deemed lacking, the congregation can remove the pastor. 
 At first this model seems to address many pitfalls of the episcopal system where 
power is located in one individual.  However, it can become a highly inefficient system, 
because it is almost impossible for a congregation to make all the day-to-day 
administrative decisions of a church without calling meetings several times a week.  Over 
time decisions increasingly can end up being made by leader/s of the church, either a 
board or a single leader, most often the pastor.  This model can face the same dilemma as 
the episcopal system when people of the church hand over the job of discernment to their 
leader.  Occasionally congregational pastors haves taken over so much power the 
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congregation believes its only recourse is to fire the pastors (often at a meeting in which 
they not present).  This model also does not account for difference in spiritual maturity 
among congregation members.  The most and least spiritually discerning members have 
the same vote.  While appearing more egalitarian, the congregational model of polity can 
succumb to some of the same issues as the episcopal model. 
 
Presbyterian Ecclesiology: Strengths and Weaknesses  
 Presbyterian polity begins with Christ as the head of the Church.  It also assumes 
that sin touches everything in the world, structures and traditions are just as prone to sin’s 
corruption as anything else.  The Second Helvetic Confession states: “Full of all 
wickedness, distrust, contempt and hatred of God, we are unable to do or even to think 
anything good of ourselves.”16  Starting with this assumption of sin, Presbyterian church 
founders sought a model that could resist the corruption of sin while recognizing that sin 
will always have a presence.  In their model the Presbyterian founders developed power 
was spread across the congregation.  This is one reason for the parity of teaching and 
ruling elders.  Even by calling both offices “elder” office, greater authority is place on the 
office of ruling elder as the authority of both offices are closely associated with each 
other. 
 Ruling elders are elected from and by the congregation.  In most presbyterian 
churches today, these officers are term limited so that the Session will regularly have an 
influx of new elders.  This is one way the presbyterian church seeks to distribute the 
decision-making power among more congregational members.  At the same time, people 
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of less spiritual maturity and discernment are excluded, in theory, from election.  The 
goal is to have a church lead by teaching and ruling elders with a high degrees of spiritual 
discernment.  In distributing decision-making power and raising up spiritually mature 
leaders, the presbyterian model seeks to address some of the issues with inherent in the 
episcopal and congregational models. 
 The presbyterian denomination is a representative democracy.  While this is a 
popular idea in American churches, it presents a significant problem: efficiency.  Power 
in a presbyterian model is distributed widely.  This means there is no single person with 
the power to make decisions.  Sometimes, no decision is made because the decision 
simply gets lost in the administrative process.  A church may miss a God-sent 
opportunity because it cannot respond quickly enough.  The model also can fall apart if 
there are not enough people in a congregation with spiritual maturity to serve on its 
governing board.   
 No model of polity is perfect.  All models have strengths and weaknesses.  To 
develop a discernment process model, these strengthens and weaknesses must be taken 










THEOLOGY OF THE NEW MINISTRY INITIATIVE 
 
 The theology of this new ministry initiative seeks to avoid either a hyper-
Reformed or a works righteousness theology.  The Bible seems to have no problem 
holding on to sovereignty and human responsibility at the same time (“work out your 
salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act in 
order to fulfill his good purpose.” (Philippians 2:12b-13))1  The Holy Spirit is the one 
who enables humans to do both of these.  Over the last century the pentecostal movement 
has challenged the church in its understanding of Holy Spirit, at times pushing beyond a 
biblical understanding. 
 Others may not have allowed the Spirit enough freedom to work in the church.  
The Purpose Driven Church and Advanced Strategic Planning are examples of books that 
may rely too heavily on business and marketing techniques.  To present examples of how 
planning should occur, several biblical passages are examined. 
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The Extremities of Reformed and Works-oriented Theologies 
 While the center of the church has recognized a degree of mystery when dealing 
with the interaction between human interaction and divine sovereignty, some writers have 
wanted to solidify their understanding.  This has lead to an extreme position that claims 
either humans have no power over their salvation and can have no assurance of that 
salvation or that salvation is earned.  A theology that leans to either of these positions 
could do harm to a church seeking God’s direction in their planning process.  Paul’s 
understanding of the flesh and the Spirit helps to resolve some of these conflicts. 
 
Tension between God’s Sovereignty and Human Initiative 
 The Reformed tradition has always emphasized the sovereignty of God.  Some, 
through the centuries, have had an extreme understanding of sovereignty.  When taken to 
the edge of doctrinal understanding, some Reformed scholars have claimed that human 
decisions have no effect on God’s sovereignty and election.  The Westminster Confession 
states this: “Effectual call is of God’s free and special grace alone, not from anything at 
all foreseen in man, who is altogether passive therein, until, being quickened and renewed 
by the Holy Spirit, he is thereby enabled to answer this call, and to embrace the grace 
offered and conveyed in it.”2   
 In other words, humans have no control over their salvation.  Writers with this 
extreme view have even claimed that humans cannot know if God will save an individual 
prior to a person’s judgment before Christ.  They base their understanding on Matthew 
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25:11-12 when Jesus says, “Later the others also came. ‘Lord, Lord,’ they said, ‘open the 
door for us!’  But he replied, ‘Truly I tell you, I don’t know you.’”  They interpret this 
passage to indicate that the Christian never has true assurance of his/her salvation.  
(However, this is not the only interpretation of Matthew 25). 
 While only a small minority of Christians in the Reformed tradition hold this view 
of God’s sovereignty, the basic premise can bleed into the life of a church.  In the context 
of church planning, some hold that planning is itself unbiblical.  They maintain since 
humans cannot know the mind of God, they should not try to plan.  It is important that 
this view find balance with the many Scriptures that command God’s people to take 
action.  Similarly, on numerous occasions in the Bible people are commanded to make 
plans.  Later in this section, examples of biblical planning will be provided. 
  
 The Problem of Works Righteousness 
 Counteracting the extreme understanding of sovereignty is an extreme 
understanding of human action.  From the beginning of the church God’s people have 
wanted to work their way into God’s favor.  In the Galatian church, the question of 
gentile circumcision arises.  According to the Judiazers in Galatia, circumcision was a 
necessary act to win favor with God.  Paul responds bluntly, “We who are Jews by birth 
and not sinful Gentiles know that a person is not justified by the works of the law, but by 
faith in Jesus Christ” (Galatians 2:15-16).  Justification, the key to being made clean in 
the eyes of God, comes through faith in Jesus Christ not through human works. 
 Humans seem most comfortable when they feel they have earned what they 
receive.  They do not know how to receive graciously the free gift of God’s grace.   
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Perhaps humans prefer not to owe anything to someone else, even God, maybe especially 
God.  God works from an abundance, and that is difficult for humans to fathom. 
 While the Reformed church does not work in a deterministic sovereignty over 
which members have no control, it also does not have to work to gain God’s favor.  God 
already loves the church; it is the bride of Christ.  Furthermore, the church is not left on 
its own as it seeks to live out God’s will.  Henry Blackaby writes: “We cause some wreck 
and ruin in our churches because we have a plan.  We implement the plan and get from it 
only what we can do...He (God) will accomplish more in six months through a people 
yielded to Him than we could do in 60 years without him.”3  A church’s planning process 
needs to recognize that the church is working within the will of God it seeks his direction 
for its future. 
 
The Power of the Kingdom of God and the Holy Spirit 
 The church is always to work within the power of the kingdom of God.  The 
church is called to put forth effort, but it works with power that is not its own.  Even the 
effort of a church can become a work of the Holy Spirit.  In Romans 8, Paul depicts the 
Christian’s life in the Holy Spirit in this passage, “For those who live according to the 
flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but those who live according to the Spirit 
set their minds on the things of the Spirit. To set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set 
the mind on the Spirit is life and peace. For this reason the mind that is set on the flesh is 
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(Nashville: Lifeway Press, 1990), 29. 
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hostile to God; it does not submit to God’s law—indeed it cannot, and those who are in 
the flesh cannot please God” (Romans 8:5-8).  To Paul the flesh is a human’s natural 
abilities, what people can accomplish with their own talents and abilities.  Living 
according to the flesh means living increasingly away from God.  However, living in the 
power of God, by his Spirit, gives life in God. 
 Paul’s words apply to a church as much as they apply to individuals.  The church 
is more than its members’ skills and abilities.  The church is called to live by resources 
that are not its own.  It is called to live in the power of the Holy Spirit, not simply by its 
own best ideas.  In this way the church is not only listening for God’s voice, but it is also 
demonstrating the life of the Spirit to its participants. 
 
Non-Reformed Sources 
 Today there are many sources outside the Reformed tradition that help a 
congregation that is seeking God’s direction.  The pentecostal movement has opened the 
modern church to a greater movement of the Holy Spirit; challenging some of the 
assumptions of traditional churches.  Rick Warren has also had a wide influence on the 
church in the Purpose Driven Church.  However, this model can lead church to become 
anthropomorphic rather than theocentric.  Finally, some the shortcomings of Aubrey 
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 Before the Azusa Street Revival in 1906, most Christians had more similarities 
than differences in their understanding of the Holy Spirit.5  For hundreds of years the 
Eastern, Western, and Protestant churches understood the Holy Spirit as one of the three 
persons of the Trinity.  He is the person of the Trinity who sustains life for Christians 
because Jesus has ascended to the Father.  That understanding was generally accepted 
until pentecostalism was born in the early 1900s. 
 The pentecostal movement looked back to the work of the Holy Spirit as 
described in the Book of Acts.  In that book the Holy Spirit caused people to speak in 
tongues because he moved people to speak in different languages.  The Spirit healed 
people, gave prophecies, and seemed to intervene in very tangible ways (like opening 
prison doors).  This picture of the Holy Spirit was very different from most peoples’ 
experiences. 
 Today there are an estimated 279 million classical pentecostals in the world6  This 
is amazing growth in about hundred years.  While most presbyterians would not call 
themselves pentecostal, the movement has influenced the wider church, especially more 
evangelical denominations and unaffiliated churches.  The pentecostal movement has 
demonstrated the power of the Holy Spirit.  It has raised the expectation among 
Christians that God can work in ways that are difficult to explain by natural causes.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 For more infromation on the Azusa Street Revival see: Justo González, The Story of Christianity 
Volume 2: The Reformation to the Present Day (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1985), 255. 
6 Conrad Hackett and Brian J. Grim, “Global Christianity: A Report on the Size and Distribution 
of the World's Christian Population,” Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life (December 2011): 67. 
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Furthermore, God’s supernatural interaction extends beyond the time of the New 
Testament church into today. 
 
The Purpose-Driven Church Model and Its Limitations 
 Warren’s book The Purpose Driven Church, opened many churches to a new way 
of thinking.  The Reformation identified two (or three) marks of the true church.  Beyond 
these marks, the church had not engaged in a conversation about a local congregation’s 
core values.  (This book arrived at a time when many businesses had started to talk about 
their core values.)  Churches have always had core values, or as Warren terms them, 
“purposes.”  However, churches often implied or assumed these values.  At the 
Saddleback Church, Warren directly stated their purposes: Magnify, Mission, 
Membership, Maturity, and Ministry.7  These purposes are taken from the Great 
Commission and the Great Commandment.  As he states: “A great commitment to the 
Great Commandment and the great Commission will grow a great church.”8  Clearly 
from this statement, church growth is one of the primary goals of his church. 
 To accomplish this goal of growth, Warren defines a church structure based on 
concentric circles.  From the center out are five circles: core ministers, committed 
maturing members, congregation members, crowd (regular attenders), and the community 
(unchurched).9  With this basic structure, much of the church is then organized to reach 
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8 Ibid., 102. 
9 Ibid., 130. 
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the community by studying demographics and by reaching out to the ideal new member 
(“Saddleback Sam” in this case).  Warren has used this structure successfully at 
Saddleback Church. 
 The purpose-driven model relies on this model of concentric circles.  However, 
God seems absent from the structure.  The church structure described in the Bible has 
Christ at its head.  The Missional Church critiques this model by stating: “This assumes a 
reductionistic gospel of meeting personal, individualist needs.  This assumption is what 
generates vendor-type ecclesiologies.  Because the gospel is envisioned in terms of 
private, individual, subjective experience, leaders struggle to form religious identity out 
of an assortment of individuals, each with one’s own sense of how one’s spiritual needs 
are to be met.”10  
 
Current Church Planning Resources 
 Since Warren’s book was published many other authors have adapted business 
planning models to the church. One of these books is Malphurs’ Advanced Strategic 
Planning: A New Model for Church and Ministry Leaders, which gives extensive detail 
on how a church can go about a strategic planning process.11  The plan described 
typically takes eighteen months to design and then becomes the default roadmap for the 
church’s next five years.  At the time Malphurs wrote this book, five-year plans were 
common among business organizations.  However, with the reality of rapid change in our 
culture, many have speculated that a five-year timeframe is too long.  When any 
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11 Malphurs, 61. 
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organization embarks on planning, one of the first decisions planners need to make is the 
length of their strategic plan and planning process. This paper will later assert that a 
plan’s timeframe should be shorter than five-years. 
 Malphurs’ book suggests hand selecting a planning team.12  He asserts that a 
team’s composition can have a dramatic effect on the plan’s eventual outcome because it 
can affect not only what is in the plan, but also its acceptance by the congregation.  The 
church many not know if the planning team had the correct composition until two or 
three years into the plan’s implementation.  If the team’s composition was wrong, the 
whole planning process can seem like a waste of time. 
 Finally, Malphurs’ model is very complex.  Churches can have a high level of 
complexity as organizations.  However, most church members are willing to attend to 
their church’s institutional needs for only a few hours a week, at best.  This is in contrast 
to a business organization in which employees can attend to a business plan forty or more 
hours a week.  With Malphurs’ model, the eventual plan and the process are most likely 
too long and detailed to become part of the life of most congregations.   
 
A Vision That Develops from the Congregation Listen to the Spirit 
 
 This paper asserts that God can use any participant in a congregation to speak his 
direction.  Biblically, God often uses an unexpected person to speak his truth.  At the 
same time, a church needs leadership that focuses the church’s values on those closest to  
God’s heart.  How to create and implement a strategic plan while listening for God’s 
direction is the central challenge in church planning. 
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The Place of Elder Leadership in Listening to the Spirit 
 The Presbyterian denomination designates two primary leadership offices: 
teaching elder and ruling elder.  A church that responds quickly to the Holy Spirit needs 
both teaching and ruling elders to fulfill its purpose.  Teaching elders need to teach the 
Word of God and a good grasp of theology.  Their teaching needs a special focus on 
practice, a focus on living life as a Jesus-follower.  The ruling elders need to fully 
embrace this Jesus-following lifestyle.  Unfortunately, in some Presbyterian churches the 
office of ruling elder is filled more often by the willing than by the qualified.  In reality, 
few humans can live up to the high standards of the New Testament epistles’ 
qualifications for leadership.   
 This means that a church’s Session must develop spiritually not only as 
individuals but also as a group.  At First Presbyterian Church Olathe this has meant 
regularly devoting time at monthly meetings to studying the Scriptures.  The Session also 
seeks the practice of listening to God together, particularly through Lectio Divina.  In this 
practice, goals of listening to God and listening to the Bible are combined.   
 The final question that is always asked when focusing on a Scripture passage is: 
“What is this passage teaching us as a congregation?”  Most people tend to think of 
listening for God’s voice as something they do as individuals.  However, the Session, as a 
group, needs to listen for the congregation as a whole.  A Session needs to learn to listen 
to God together to effectively lead a congregation.  The ability to listen for group as well 
as individual direction is one important difference between a congregational member and 
a congregational leader.  Some Christians are good at hearing God’s voice for  
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themselves, but they have a hard time thinking about the congregation when discerning 
God’s will. 
 
Objections to the Use of Planning 
 This paper has already outlined the objections to planning cited by parts of the 
Reformed and Pentecostal traditions to planning.  Both these traditions raise important 
cautions to any church leadership body which undertakes planning.  James recognized 
this problem when he wrote:  
Now listen, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, 
spend a year there, carry on business and make money.’  Why, you do not even 
know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that appears 
for a little while and then vanishes.  Instead, you ought to say, ‘If it is the Lord’s 
will, we will live and do this or that’ (James 4:13-15).  
  
Planning can tempt humans to try to force God’s hand. 
 At the same time Jesus said, “Suppose one of you wants to build a tower. Won’t 
you first sit down and estimate the cost to see if you have enough money to complete it? 
 For if you lay the foundation and are not able to finish it, everyone who sees it will 
ridicule you, saying, ‘This person began to build and wasn’t able to finish’” (Luke 14:28-
30).  It is difficult to imagine a church starting a major building project without doing 
significant planning.  Probably, the municipality governing building regulations would 
stop such an effort due to the inherent danger. 
 Any major effort in a church requires planning.  To be effective small efforts also 
require planning, whether or not members recognize the need.  To move forward, a 




Limitations of Planning 
 Christian planning should occur with the assumption that God may change the 
plan as it is implemented.  This does not mean God will always change the plans of his 
people, but they should prepare for change.  He may make no change, he may make small 
changes, or he may make the original plan impossible. 
 
The Bible and Planning 
 The Bible has may instances of planning.  In the Book of Acts, the disciples often 
plan.  At times the plans work as intended.  In other situations God chooses to change the 
disciples’ plans.  In Nehemiah, plans are needed in order to rebuild the city of Jerusalem.  
Finally, the Book of Proverbs extolls the idea of planning.  At the same time, it also 
points to the providence of God. 
 
The Book of Acts, Making and Changing Plans 
 After his ascension, Jesus gives his disciples a plan directly, “Do not leave 
Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak 
about” (Acts 1:4b).  Jesus’ plan is for them to wait.  Instead, they go about their own plan 
to replace Judas with Matthias.  They seem unaware of God’s paradigm-shifting plan.  In 
Acts chapter 2, the Holy Spirit moves among thousands, and God’s plan for the birth of 
the church begins.  While God moved dramatically, Jesus had prepared his disciples to  
respond to the movement; during this time Peter preached one of the most effective 
sermons in history (if not the most effective). 
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 When a problem occurs in Acts 6, the leadership of the church has to come up 
with a new plan.  Conflict arises over the unequal distribution of food among widows in 
the church.  This controversy causes a distraction from the ministry of God’s word.  Thus 
the twelve made this plan, “Brothers and sisters, choose seven men from among you who 
are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom. We will turn this responsibility over to 
them and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word” (Acts 6:3-4).  
The text never returns to this controversy, so it seems their plan was executed without 
changes.  
 In Acts 8 is an example of God specifically giving direction to Philip, “Now an 
angel of the Lord said to Philip, ‘Go south to the road—the desert road—that goes down 
from Jerusalem to Gaza.’” (Acts 8:26)  Philip opens the eyes of the Ethiopian eunuch to 
the truth of God and then baptizes him.  Further affirmation of God’s activity is attested 
to by Philip’s subsequent supernatural disappearance: “When they came up out of the 
water, the Spirit of the Lord suddenly took Philip away, and the eunuch did not see him 
again, but went on his way rejoicing” (Acts 8:39).  In the Acts 6 account of resolving the 
food distribution problem, the solution arises from the disciples’ consensus, whereas in 
Acts 8, God seems to directly intervene with Philip.  In another instance in the Book of 
Acts, direction by the Holy Spirit is given brief but important mention, “The two of them 
(Saul and Barnabas), sent on their way by the Holy Spirit, went down to Seleucia and 
sailed from there to Cyprus” (Act 13:4).  The Book of Acts commonly uses this language 
to describe a person being sent in one direction or another. 
 At the Council of Jerusalem, described in Acts 15, a weighty issue comes before 
the church forever affected the church’s values.  The question asked to the council was, 
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“Do gentile believers have to be circumcised in order to follow Jesus?”  To answer this 
question, the text says “The apostles and elders met to consider this question” (Acts 
15:6).  The next verse then tells the reader that the Council had “much discussion” before 
concluding that Gentile believers do not have to receive circumcision.  In the case of 
Phillip, God seems to give him immediate direction with very little consultation (that we 
are told about).  At the Council of Jerusalem, God’s will is arrived at after “much 
discussion by Council members.”  God does not seem to have a singular formula for 
giving plans or answers to his people. 
 Even among the church’s most lauded founders, planning disagreements occur.  
At the end of Acts 15, Paul and Barnabas make plans to continue their ministry.  
Barnabas wants to John Mark to accompany them; Paul does not.  The text says, “They 
had such a sharp disagreement that they parted company”  (Acts 15:39a).  Luke does 
indicate who was right in situation he only relates the final outcome. 
 In Acts 18 the text gives insight about Paul’s decision-making process dues to 
what he writes in 2 Corinthians 1.  When he is in Corinth he gives them his travel plan: 
“Ephesus-Macedonia-Corinth-Jerusalem.”  While he is there, his desire to have a second 
visit with the Corinthians arises, so he revises his plan: “Ephesus-Corinth-Macedonia-
Corinth-Judea.”  This plan then becomes impossible due to a riot in Ephesus in which he 
needs to slip from town and go to Troas.  Thus his actual trip becomes: “Ephesus-
Corinth-Ephesus-Troas-Macedonia.”   
 Paul’s opponents in Corinth want to use this change of plans to their advantage.  
Paul writes to defend himself, saying,  
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Because I was confident of this, I wanted to visit you first so that you might 
benefit twice.  I wanted to visit you on my way to Macedonia and to come back to 
you from Macedonia, and then to have you send me on my way to Judea.  Was I 
fickle when I intended to do this? Or do I make my plans in a worldly manner so 
that in the same breath I say both “Yes, yes” and “No, no”? (2 Corinthians 1:15-
17)   
 
Paul then goes on to let the Corinthians into his thought process: “But as surely as God is 
faithful, our message to you is not ‘Yes’ and ‘No.’ For the Son of God, Jesus Christ, who 
was preached among you by us—by me and Silas and Timothy—was not ‘Yes’ and ‘No,’ 
but in him it has always been ‘Yes.’  For no matter how many promises God has made, 
they are ‘Yes’ in Christ” (2 Corinthians 1:18-20a).  As is compared to Philip’s 
experience, Paul’s decision-making was much more complex process and involved 
several changes. 
 
Nehemiah, The Place of an Action Plan 
 In the post-exilic period, Nehemiah receives word that the remaining Jews in 
Israel are in trouble.  He lifts up a prayer to God before he enters to make his request 
before Cyrus, “Give your servant success today by granting him favor in the presence of 
this man” (Nehemiah 1:11). The king grants Nehemiah’s request, and gives him a letter, 
addressed to the provincial rulers, granting him safe passage.  Just as might happen in a 
modern building process, in Nehemiah’s rebuilding plan as he moves from one tower to 
the next as the Jewish people rebuilding the walls of the city.  Furthermore, Nehemiah 
assigned specific families to repair different parts of the wall.   
 As a decimated Jewish people takes on the task of rebuilding the walls, the 
anticipated opposition arises.  Sanballat, an opposing ruler, jeers, “What are those feeble 
Jews doing? Will they restore their wall? Will they offer sacrifices? Will they finish in a 
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day? Can they bring the stones back to life from those heaps of rubble—burned as they 
are?” (Nehemiah 4:2b)  This is one of the many instances in which God’s people are 
mocked as they seek to fulfill his will.  At these moments, God’s people need reassurance 
that they are working in his plan.  Moreover, opposition to God’s plan happens both 
externally and internally among God’s people.  The Jewish people cry out, “the strength 
of the laborers is giving out, and there is so much rubble that we cannot rebuild the wall” 
(Nehemiah 4:10b). 
 Nehemiah then reminds them of the power of Yahweh.  “Don’t be afraid of them. 
Remember the Lord, who is great and awesome, and fight for your families, your sons 
and your daughters, your wives and your homes” (Nehemiah 4:14b).  At the same time, 
he puts spears, shields, bows and armor on them for protection.  God has put a plan 
before Nehemiah and it took various means for that plan to succeed.   
 Fulfillment of God’s plan also meant that God’s people needed a change of heart.  
Some among Nehemiah’s people under the stress of the situation began to practice usury.  
As they lived into God’s plan, they needed to learn not to take advantage of each other.  
Nehemiah chastised his people, “What you are doing is not right. Shouldn’t you walk in 
the fear of our God to avoid the reproach of our Gentile enemies?  I and my brothers and 
my men are also lending the people money and grain. But let us stop charging interest!” 
(Nehemiah 5:9-10)  As God’s people live into his plans, they should expect that he will 
put them through a process of sanctification if they are going to succeed.  God’s purpose 
for his people is their transformation into his holy nation.  The plan to rebuild the walls is 
not the end. 
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Proverbs, Human Wisdom and Divine Revelation 
 As a church seeks wisdom and guidance from God for its future, it should 
consider the Proverbs.  The purpose of the Proverbs is given in the first chapter, “for 
gaining wisdom and instruction; for understanding words of insight; for receiving 
instruction in prudent behavior, doing what is right and just and fair; for giving prudence 
to those who are simple, knowledge and discretion to the young—let the wise listen and 
add to their learning, and let the discerning get guidance” (Proverbs 1:2-5). 
 In Proverbs God encourages planning, “The plans of the diligent lead to profit as 
surely as haste leads to poverty” (Proverbs 21:5). In the Book of Proverbs, poverty is 
understood as the result of laziness or foolishness which is not not something God’s 
people should desire.  As in Nehemiah, Proverbs connects the desires of a person’s 
regenerated heart with God’s plans, “Commit to the Lord whatever you do, and he will 
establish your plans” (Proverbs 16:3).  At the same time, Proverbs holds on to the 
providence of God. “Many are the plans in a person’s heart, but it is the Lord’s purpose 
that prevails” (Proverbs 19:21).  Make plans, but hold on to them loosely. 
 Proverbs also gives the advice to seek wisdom from many different people.  
“Plans fail for lack of counsel, but with many advisers they succeed” (Proverbs 16:3).  In 
general, Proverbs advises seeking counsel and listening to wisdom because only a foolish 
person ignores wisdom. 
 The Bible itself does not give exact guidance on discerning God’s direction.  
There are a variety of models.  Sometimes God speaks directly, other times it seems more 
like an experiment that either works or at times is changed during its implementation.  
The model described in this paper attempts to hold the tension between God’s 
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sovereignty and human initiative as it expects elders and congregation members to take 
















GOALS AND PLAN 
 
 Prophets know that God can make his plans clear, and the people can still refuse 
to follow.  One of the first goals of the Spiritual Planning Day is to hear God’s plan and 
then help the congregation to agree to participate in it.  This is done through spiritual 
preparation, listening for God’s voice on the Spiritual Planning Day, and through the 
process of dialog and listening for what God is saying to others.  As the plan is then 
implemented, it needs to have a flexibility so people can continue to hear from God 
throughout the year. 
 
Development of a Widely Understood and Accepted Plan 
 Strategic plans have become increasingly commonplace in churches over the last 
forty years. In some instances these plans have worked well and the strategic plans have 
helped to move churches forward.  In other instances a planning group from a church 
invests significant time and effort in creating a plan; the plan is then presented to their 
congregation and subsequently forgotten about within a few months.  In other instances  
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the congregation never even learns the details of the plan and it is doomed from the 
beginning.  The following model seeks to address these issues. 
 
Rolling Planning: An Explanation 
 As mentioned earlier, a five-year plan is too long in today’s world where 
momentous change can happen in that amount of five years.  In response, this model will 
suggest a three-year limit to planning.  Circumstances make this timeframe more realistic.  
If a church wants to take on a project that requires significant fundraising or the purchase 
of property, it may need three years.  Important change, for good or for bad, can happen 
in the life of a church even in three years.  If a church gains or loses 50 percent of its 
membership in the three years, a three-year plan would need dramatic change. 
 This paper proposes creating a three-year-plan every year.  In other words, a 
congregation meets to create a three-year plan every year.  During the first year of the 
process a three-year plan is created.  In the second year, the year two and year three of the 
previous year’s plan then become the year one and year two plan for the current year and 
a new plan third year is created.  The same process then follows in the next years.  Thus 
the plan rolls into the next year using work done in the previous year. 
 The model described allows a church to look into the future on a regular basis.  
While there is always the danger of wanting to make human plans into God’s plans, there 
is also a danger in a church never considering its future.  Congregations that have existed 
longer than their oldest member often assume that they will easily continue to exist into 
the foreseeable future.  However, the thousands of churches closing their doors every 
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year challenges this idea.1  A church needs to consider its future as it recognizes that God 
is the one who holds its future.  The regularity of the rolling planning model helps to keep 
planning in front of the congregation.  With greater frequency in planning a church will 
come to better understand not only the need to plan, but also the process of planning. 
  
Planning Versus Preparation 
 The rolling planning process emphasizes that a church is preparing to respond to 
God.  A good planning process is not an end in itself.  Instead, the planning process 
should increase a congregation’s awareness of God’s working within the local 
congregation and its community.  Furthermore, a church’s plan should not only recognize 
the movement of God’s Spirit, but it should also increase its willingness to obey.  The 
local church is called to faithfulness just as an individual is called.  
 McNeal writes about moving from planning to preparation.  He states: “The Bible 
sounds a recurring theme: God wants his people to pray and prepare for his 
intervention.”2  This is one reason spiritual preparation is vital to the planning process.  In 
The Present Future, McNeal continues, “We are desperate for God to show up and to do 
something that only he can get credit for.”3   When churches have this kind of “God 
experience” they want more of the same. 
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2 McNeal, 92. 
3 Ibid., 95. 
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 At the end of The Present Future, McNeal clarifies some of the statements he 
makes, acknowledging that planning has a place in the church.  
I didn’t say that I’m against planning, but I am against a lot of the planning that 
goes on in churches, because it pushes the present into the future and secures the 
continued pitiful state of most churches in terms of missional vibrancy...Planning 
is an appropriate activity for the development of resources (people, time, money, 
facilities, prayer, technology).  Preparation enables you to catch the wave of 
God’s activity by living in an attitude of obedience to the redemptive mission of 
God in the world.4 
 
The goal of the model described in this chapter is to combine this idea of preparation and 
planning into one continual process that becomes part of the life of the church.  It is a 
process that moves the church into action while listening for God’s voice the name of this 
model attempts to put the two different processes together.  For the remainder of this 
paper this dual process is called “spiritual planning.” 
 
Wide Inclusion 
 Once the goal of spiritual planning is understood, a church needs to determine 
who is included in the spiritual planning process.  In a Presbyterian church, the planning 
group’s composition this will most likely be determined by the teaching elder, the ruling 
elders, or both.  The responsibility of listening for God’s direction for the church could 
rest solely on the teaching elder/pastor.  One person can work with a high degree of 
efficiency.  However, the choice of one person, probably the pastor, seems inconsistent 
with a Reformed/Presbyterian understanding of ecclesiology.  Furthermore, gaining wide  
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acceptance by the congregation could prove very difficult unless the pastor had an 
unusually high degree of trust among members. 
 Within a Reformed context, the ruling elders (Session) could naturally become the 
spiritual planning team for a church.  The congregation has already elected them to a 
position of leadership.  They should have a high degree of spiritual maturity.  However, a 
spiritual planning team may need a different set of gifts than the gifts possessed by 
members of the Session.  Others in the congregation may have the particular gifts of 
discernment that Session member do not have.  Especially a small Session may have 
difficulty developing a plan that is widely accepted in the congregation due to its limited 
representation of the congregation. Another possibility for constituting a spiritual 
planning group is to appoint members from among various groups within the church.  
Appointments could include people with special gifts of discernment.  Although a 
specifically appointed group could work with a degree of efficiency, choosing the group 
would involve a spiritual discernment process that leaves open the question of who would 
appoint the group.  No matter who appoints the group (the pastor, the Session, or the 
congregation) the appointed group’s plan might still have difficulty finding 
congregational acceptance. 
 Still another option is inviting the entire congregation to participate in the spiritual 
planning process.  Using this model, the Session can still retain leadership.  If God gives 
particular insight to a person who is normally not vocal, she or he will still have an 
opportunity to make his/her voice heard. Everyone is given an opportunity to listen for 
God’s voice.  However, a drawback of this option is its possible inefficiency.  
Inefficiency can be minimized by dividing the congregation into smaller core value 
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groups based on God’s prompting.  In a large church, the leadership can create sub-core-
value groups using the definitions of the core values to help subdivide the groups. 
 First Presbyterian Church Olathe has tested the model presented in this paper five 
times over the past five years.  Each time the model has been refined in one way or 
another.  What is presented in this paper reflects each one of those refinements as the 
church once again looks to their Spiritual Planning Day in 2013. 
 
Group and Individual Spiritual Discernment 
 Many people find spiritual discernment mysterious for themselves.  To discern 
God’s voice for more than one person can seem nearly impossible.  This fear can be 
directly addressed in the spiritual planning process by reminding people that they are 
working by God’s power not their own.  They need to expect God to make changes, not 
only on the Spiritual Planning Day, but also as a plan is implemented (which is described 
later).  At the end of the Spiritual Planning Day, encouragement is given for participants 
to connect what they have done in the corporate spiritual planning process to their own 
spiritual discernment. 
 
Working within the Kingdom of God and His Providence 
 The primary topic Jesus preaches on in the synoptic gospels is the kingdom of 
God.  Jesus begins his ministry in Matthew’s gospel proclaiming “Repent, for the 
kingdom of heaven has come near” (Matthew 4:17b).  Over and over he implores his 
followers to seek, enter, and proclaim the kingdom of God.  Jesus wants his disciples to 
understand the kingdom of God.  He wants to teach people how to enter the kingdom of  
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God and how to use its power for the glory of God.  Craig Van Gelder in The Essence of 
the Church notes, “images of build, extend, promote, and establish stand in sharp contrast 
to the biblical language used to defined the relationship of the church to the kingdom of 
God...The words most commonly used are receive, enter, seek, and inherit.”5 
 The kingdom is not something far away, but it is a reality in current time and 
space.  As Willard puts it, “New Testament passages make plain that this kingdom is not 
something to be ‘accepted’ now and enjoyed later, but something to be entered now.”6   
Jesus’ life demonstrates to his people that the power of the kingdom of God is available 
and how it is to be properly used.  It is by this power that a person can say to a mountain, 
“Go throw yourself into the sea” (Mark 11:23). and it will happen.  This is an extreme 
example, but it represents the power of the kingdom of God.  
 When most Christians enter into a church planning process, they limit the 
possibilities to what they can accomplish by their own power by the “flesh.”  Even worse, 
sometimes their first thoughts are what they can accomplish with little effort.  A spiritual 
planning team needs continual reminding that they work with the power of the kingdom 
of God.  They work for a God who “is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or 
imagine, according to his power that is at work within us,” as Paul puts it (Ephesians 
3:20b).   
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Being open to Change and the Work of the Holy Spirit 
 Two groups are often present for a Spiritual Planning Day at First Presbyterian 
Church Olathe and they may be typical of many churches.  One group has attended the 
church their whole lives.  Members of the other group attend the church because they 
found some aspect of it they really like.  These groups have a common thread: there is 
something about the church that they like and they do not want it to change.  They may 
want the church to grow or have a bigger budget, but they really want more of the same 
in that growth.  By contrast, the Holy Spirit wants to bring change in lives and in 
churches. 
 Nicodemus wanted to seek God, but first his thought process had to change.  Jesus 
gives him the baffling statement: “The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its 
sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with 
everyone born of the Spirit” (John 3:8).  In the original language, Jesus reminds 
Nicodemus that πνεῦµα is both wind and Spirit.  A person cannot control their experience 
of either the Spirit or the wind.  Participants should expect God to change something 
through the spiritual planning process. 
 The primary work of preparation does not happen on the Spiritual Planning Day.  
Instead preparation should happen before participants arrive.  In part, a participant’s 
readiness for the movement of the Spirit is a reflection of their whole life with God.  
Adding to personal experience the congregation is provided a preparation guide two 
weeks before the Spiritual Planning Day, Appendix A.  An explanation of this guide’s  
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details is presented in the next chapter.  The general purpose of the guide is to open 
participants’ minds and hearts to the work of the Spirit. 
  
Connecting Individual and Group Discernment 
 While there are differences between individual and group discernment, there are 
also similarities.  Many Christians have never learned a process for discerning God’s 
direction in their lives.  The spiritual planning process presents an opportunity for the 
church to equip its members with skills in personal discernment. 
 The final page of the spiritual planning guide (Appendix B) includes a description 
of how individuals can apply the principles learned during the day to their own spiritual 
journey.  Rather than assuming readers will make their own connections, the connections 
are made explicit.  In the future, First Presbyterian Church plans to have a followup day 
for people to consider the implications of spiritual planning in their own lives. 
  
Process Learning 
 In Learning to Listen, Learning to Teach Jane Vella outlines a process for 
teaching adults.  This process fits well with a Spiritual Planning Day, because it focuses 
more on listening than on disseminating information.  What the core value teams produce 
during the Spiritual Planning Day is more important than the information they receive. 
 
Importance of Steps and Process 
 People arrive a Spiritual Planning Day with their own agendas.  “While people 
may register for the same program, they all come with different experiences and 
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expectations.”7  Differing expectations are yet another reason to emphasize the 
preparation material.  Jesus prays that his disciples will be one, “Holy Father, protect 
them by the power of your name, the name you gave me, so that they may be one as we 
are one.” (John 17:11b)  God is the one who creates unity among his people, but 
individuals need to assume their own spiritual preparation for the benefit of the whole 
group.   
 At the beginning of the Spiritual Planning Day, participants need to have 
expectations clearly defined.  The Spiritual Planning Day Workbook (Appendix B) 
provides a description of expectations and goals.  The group also needs to have an 
opportunity to ask questions about the day’s purpose and to clear up any misconceptions. 
 In spiritual planning, the sequence of events is important.   Vella states: 
“Sequence means the programming of knowledge, skills, and attitudes in an order that 
goes from simple to complex”8  One of the ways sequence is accomplished in the 
spiritual planning process is to start with only one, or at most two three-year goals.  By 
the end of the day, core value teams will have worked on multiple one-year goals with 
defined sub-goals, dates, and responsible persons.  Often teams want to move quickly 
into details, rather than staying with a single larger three-year goal.  “Trust in the 
sequence of activities builds safety.”9 
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 Vella’s adult learning also involves reinforcements.  “Reinforcement means the 
repetition of facts, skills, and attitudes in diverse, engaging, and interesting ways until 
they are learned.”10  In many ways, this describes the ministry of the church.  Children in 
Sunday School may know many concepts and principles of the Christian faith.  However, 
it takes most Christians more than a lifetime to live out those principles.  The same 
applies to the planning process.  Participants are encouraged to listen to the Spirit, look to 
the examples in the Scriptures, and know that they have the resources of God’s kingdom.     
 “Sequencing and reinforcements are vital but often overlooked as principles of 
adult learning.”11  These are part of what Vella refers to as quantum principles of adult 
education.  Borrowing from Margaret Wheatley’s Leadership and the New Science,12 
Vella describes these principles as producing more energy than is put in, in the same way 
an atom produces energy when it is split.  When reflecting on the immense power of an 
atom, Christians may consider parallels with the work of the Holy Spirit. 
 
Dialog in Teaching and Discernment 
 An underlying assumption of Vella’s work is that adults need dialog in their 
learning.  “One basic assumption in all this is that adult learning is best achieved in 
dialogue.”13  Adults need different learning processes than children.  They need to have 
an opportunity to share their thoughts.  The primary purpose of the spiritual planning 
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13 Ibid., 3. 
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process is not to communicate information.  Rather it is for people to communicate with 
each other and with God. 
 As people dialog, another goal begins to emerge: teamwork.  Vella states: 
“Teamwork is itself both a process and a principal.”14  Teamwork does not simply arise 
because people are working with each other.  People work inharmoniously with each 
other everyday.  Through the spiritual planning process, the expectation is that people 
will not only get to know each other better, but they will recognize opportunities to love 
each other more.  This is more than just building a plan; it is building the body of Christ. 
 There are several individual tasks to the spiritual planning process.  When the 
process works correctly, the sum is greater than the parts.  Vella observes from her own 
teaching: “Today, using quantum thinking, I can be accountable and a new way: aware 
that what learners learn is much beyond what I planned.”15  If this is possible in a secular 
classroom, participants working with the power of the Holy Spirit should expect God to 
accomplish amazing results in a new way. 
 
Quick Implementation 
Another part the spiritual planning process is translating a team’s plan into action 
quickly.  Vella notes: “Research recognizes that adult learners need to see the immediate 
usefulness of new learning: the skills, knowledge, or attitudes they are working to 
acquire. Most adults do not have time to waste. We want to spend our time studying 
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content that will make a difference now.”16  While the three-year plan has participants 
considering lofty goals, the one-year plan focuses on very practical steps. 
 Little time gap should exist between the Spiritual Planning Day and the next 
steps.  They should come from the planning day with momentum, with goals set to 
accomplish in the following weeks.  Each core value team should meet soon after the 
Spiritual Planning Day.  However, rather than just setting regular monthly meetings, 
teams should be encouraged to focus their meetings on accomplishing goals.  This might 
mean a team would meet three times in one month and not at all in another. 
 The core value teams should be strongly encouraged to have their three year plan 
finalized within two weeks after the Spiritual Planning Day if they don’t finish it that day.  
Often teams have questions that require some research before they can set specific goals.  
However, even in these situations, teams need to have a date for their finalized plan so 
the Session can vote to approve it.  Once their plan is approved, the team knows it does 
not need further approval from the Session for the next year.  In this way, the Session has 




 For any organization to move forward and flourish, change needs to happen.  
While a church has some unique characteristics, it also has similarities with any 
organization that wants to change.  In the business community the topic of change is very 
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popular. Kotter from the Harvard Business School gives some important advice to 
churches who are intentionally considering change.17 
 
Sense of Urgency 
 Many members in a church view it as a voluntary organization: something they 
participate in during their free time.  (This misunderstanding of a church as a Covenant 
Community was discussed in Chapter 4.)  Members with this voluntary understanding of 
church have a low tolerance for conflict in their church.  At times of high stress, churches 
can see a significant number of their members leave and move on to less-conflicted 
churches or to no church at all. 
 Given this reality, pastors tend to avoid conflict because they know conflict may 
drive people out the church.  Some pastors have a “people-pleasing” attitude that causes 
them to shy away from conflict.  However, change often means conflict.  In an effort to 
avoid conflict, a church’s leadership may seek to downplay bad news in a congregation.  
Churches give excuses for downturns in membership, financial giving, or worship 
attendance.  At times these excuses can become elaborate.  Kotter suggests that if an 
organization wants to change, making excuses is the opposite of what it should do.  
Instead, the organization should highlight the bad news.  In Leading Change, Kotter 
asserts, “By far the biggest mistake people make when trying to change organizations is 
to plunge ahead without establishing a high enough sense of urgency in fellow managers  
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and employees.”18  In the case of churches, exchange “managers and employees” with 
leadership and participants.   
 Kotter goes on to explain that organizations “overestimate how much they can 
force big changes on an organization.  They underestimate how hard it is to drive people 
out of their comfort zones.”19  In general, church members prefer comfort over change.  
In other words, if a church is going to really change, the pain of the current reality needs 
to be seen as worse than the pain of change.  This means part of the planning process 
needs to include a sober assessment of the church’s current standing.  
 
Short-Term Wins 
 Once an organization has enough urgency, Kotter suggests developing a vision 
team and a vision.  As part of the organization’s vision, it needs to have “short-term 
wins.”  These wins help to “provide evidence that sacrifices are worth it: Wins greatly 
help justify the short-term costs involved.”20  Short-term costs may involve the sacrifice 
of money, time, or power.  Short term wins, as part of the one-year plan, are vital to give 
members a feeling of progress.  So at least some of the one-year goal should be attainable 
within three months. 
 Short-term wins also “help fine-tune vision and strategies.”21  In a spiritual 
planning process, the core value teams should expect that God will change their plans 
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over the following year.  God may not change a team’s plan, but team members should be 
prepared for change.  The actual implementation of change often brings new ideas.  No 
plan in a church should have an expectation of permanence. 
 Another advantage of short-term wins is to “undermine cynics and self-serving 
resisters: Clear improvements in performance make it difficult for people to block 
needed change.”22  Jesus prayed that his church would be one.  He hoped that it would 
not have cynics and self-serving resisters, however, by Acts 5 they seem to have arisen.  
Paul is forced at times to write letters due to change-blocking people.  The short-term 
effectiveness of a plan or vision can help to keep resisting voices away. 
 Finally, short-term wins can build momentum.  “Build(ing) momentum: Turns 
neutrals into supporters, reluctant supporters into active helpers, etc.”23  Short of hearing 
the Holy Spirit speaking loudly at a Spiritual Planning Day, some people will come 
slowly to support a new church direction.  Momentum needs to start in a small way.  
Churches are rarely at rest in their direction; they normally are moving forward or 
backward.  Leaders in a church need to generate forward momentum. 
  
Followup and Accountability from the Spiritual Planning Day 
 If a church has previously created a strategic plan, a new effort at the same task is 
often met with skepticism.  Often this resistance results from disappointment with the 
previous effort that produced few to no results.  Failures or shortcomings may have  
 




resulted from the former plan not having enough acceptance among congregation 
members.  Failure might also have resulted from inadequate accountability. 
 Each member of a core value team needs to feel personal responsibility for 
follow-through with the goals set during the Spiritual Planning Day.  This can be 
accomplished in part by clearly stating the importance of individual follow-through on 
goals.  Some planning success will take place though the motivation of the Holy Spirit 
(the best motivation), and some will happen through accountability.  Measuring the work 
of the Holy Spirit is difficult, however, the Session is responsible for holding teams to 
accomplishing their goals. 
 Kotter observes “Whenever you let up before the job is done, critical momentum 
can be lost and regression may follow.”24  If teams have no accountability after the 
Spiritual Planning Day, they can regress and their plan will go unused.  Therefore, each 
team is responsible for giving regular a written report to the Session.  A form for the 
written report is included in Appendix B.  The team is responsible for reporting on their 
work over the last quarter and for assessing their progress in meeting their goals. This is 
important in a presbyterian system because the Session needs to know the progress of the 
core value teams.  For many Presbyterian churches this kind of system would mean 
giving up significant control over many of a church’s day-to-day activities.  In these 
situations, the Session needs to know if teams are making progress in their goals or if the 
Session needs to take action to help out a specific core value team. 
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 Another question asked on the reporting form is: “What new opportunities has 
God put before your team?”25  Each core value team needs to regularly ask itself if God is 
changing its plan.  This is another way the spiritual planning process moves from 
traditional planning to spiritual planning.  It is one thing to encourage teams to ask this 
question regularly; it is another to include the question on a regular reporting form.  This 
helps to raise the importance of this question and give it greater accountability. 
 One of the goals of the Spiritual Planning Day is change.  However, it is not 
change for the sake of change, the goal is to change to move to a God-preferred future for 
the church.  This means a strong majority of the church needs to have a sense that the 
church is moving based on God’s directing and they want to participate in that 
movement.  This not only means discernment, it also means reminding congregation 
members of the commitments they made on the Spiritual Planning Day through followup.
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  








IMPLEMENTATION PROCESS AND EVALUATION 
 
 The model described in this paper demonstrates a planning model that seeks 
God’s direction in preparation, implementation, and follow-through.  It does not offer a 
model for the development of a purpose statement, core values, or a vision statement.  
Rather it assumes the previous development of these items.  The planning process begins 
with the development and distribution of the Planning Day Preparation Guide and its 
distribution two weeks before the Spiritual Planning Day. 
 On the Spiritual Planning Day, people are greeted and they receive a Spiritual 
Planning Day Workbook.  They then review the material describing the day and the 
expectations of the participants.  These reading materials are then verbally reinforced by 
the moderator (the pastor) followed by the whole group participating in a time of singing 
and prayer.  Next, the moderator gives a lecture on the Core Values of First Presbyterian 
with a special focus on urgency.  Then the large group divides themselves into core value 
teams in the four corners of the room and they begin a specific Bible study written for 
their team.  This is followed by a prayer guided by the elders of the church along with 
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periods of silence.  After a break, the whole group gathers for a lecture on “The Gift of 
Holy Imagination.” 
 The core value teams regather and begin working on three-year possibilities.  
Through dialog and discernment these possibilities narrow to a three-year goal.  
Typically, lunch would happen around this time depending on the progress of the core 
value teams.  The teams then begin to imagine one-year experiments.  Again, through 
dialog and discernment the core value teams determine three to five one-year goals and 
subgoals.  Accountability is created for each subgoal.  Two-year goals and subgoals are 
then determined.  At the end of the day the moderator talks about the possibility of God 
changing the teams’ plans throughout the coming year, connecting one year to the next, 
and the teams’ accountability to the Session. 
 After the Spiritual Planning Day, the Session reviews the work of the core value 
teams and approves it.  The core value teams begin to work out their one-year plan, while 
Session members then provide regular reports on their team’s progress to the Session 
(each team has at least one Session member on it, the team moderator may or may not be 
a Session member).  These reports also prompt the teams to consider the possibility of 
God changing their plans. 
 (The following year the previous year’s three-year plan guides the new two-year 
plan, and the previous year’s two-year plan guides the new one-year plan.  A new three-
year plan is created.  However, the new plans are still created in the same order: three-
year plan, one-year plan, two-year plan.) 
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Spiritual Planning Day Preparation Guide 
 The purpose of the Planning Day Preparation Guide is to prepare the hearts and 
minds of the Spiritual Planning Day participants.  This guide is prepared and distributed 
before the Spiritual Planning Day.  The first activity is this guide is a Bible Study on 
Ephesians 4:1-13.  Next, readers reflect on a confessional activity; a “Spiritual Audit.”  
Then an exercise is given for the memorization of Ephesians 4:3-4.  Readers are then 
asked to review First Presbyterian Church’s core values and consider where God might 
call him or her to serve.  Finally, a list of spiritual growth resources are given for readers 
who may want to study further. 
 
The Spiritual Preparation Task 
 Formal preparation for the Spiritual Planning Day begins with the compiling of 
the Planning Day Preparation Guide, Appendix A.  Two weeks before the Spiritual 
Planning Day this guide is then distributed.  All participants in the Spiritual Planning Day 
are expected to take home the Planning Day Preparation Guide and work through its 
exercises.  This is communicated during the Sunday morning worship service.  The first 
exercise is a Bible study on Ephesians 4:1-13.  The purpose of this exercise is to have 
participants consider the role of church leadership in a local congregation.  Paul 
concludes his outlining of the five church offices by asserting their purpose: “To equip 
his people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all 
reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, 
attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ” (Ephesians 4:12-13).  These 
offices are to equip people for works of διακονία: “service” or even better “ministry.”  
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The goal of the apostles, prophets, evangelists, teachers, and pastor is to prepare other 
people to do ministry.  The five offices are in place for the purpose of equipping people 
in serving so that the church might be built up.  This emphasis on equipping focuses 
participants’ understanding of the Reformed doctrine of “ministry of all.”  Everyone 
participating in the Spiritual Planning Day is called to minister, not just the leaders. 
 The Preparation Guide focuses Spiritual Planning Day participants on the unity of 
the church.    Paul reminds the Ephesians that, “there is one body and one Spirit, just as 
you were called to one hope when you were called; one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one 
God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all” (Ephesians 4:4-6).  Jesus 
has called his people to unity.  However, for planning purposes, people are divided into 
core value teams.  As people divide in to teams, they have a tendency to “silo” 
themselves as Mancini puts it.  To keep their focus on the ultimate goal of unity, 
participants are reminded of the oneness of the church during the preparation process.  
While each team may have different goals, First Presbyterian Church Olathe has the goals 
of obedience to Christ and of serving him. 
 As the readers consider the Ephesians passage, they are prompted to begin 
thinking about the core values of the church and where God might call them to serve.  In 
participating in First Presbyterian’s process, some people have become very planted on 
one team, while others have changed from year to year.  Although this process is 
influenced by personal interests and passions, God may call individuals to labor in areas 
outside their comfort zones. 
 The final question of the Ephesians Bible study puts readers into a mindset of 
listening for God’s voice.  Some people doing this study regularly engage in this practice.  
 133 
For others, it might be the first time they have listened for God’s voice in months, or 
ever.  Again one of the goals of the Spiritual Planning Day is to connect the church’s 




 The next section of the Spiritual Planning Day Guide in Appendix A is a Spiritual 
Audit.  This material is adapted from Building Church Leaders.1  The questions asked 
give readers an opportunity to reflect and personally confess.  While First Presbyterian 
Church has a time for corporate confession every week in its worship service, the audit 
provides an opportunity for users to take an extended time for reflection.  Readers are not 
only encouraged to reflect on their sin, but also on their spiritual practices.  It is an audit 
both of things people want to put off and things people want to put on.   
 Feedback from participants on this section of the preparation guide has been 
generally positive; users found it convicting and helpful.  If a church is going to 
recognize its corporate sin and shortcomings, it needs to begin with individual 
confession.  As people become more reflective on their own lives, hopefully they become 
better at reflecting on sin as a body. 
 
Scripture Memorization and Core Values 
 The next section in preparation guide encourages readers to memorize Ephesians 
4:3-4.  Specific exercises are given here to help readers memorize the passage.  All 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 David L. Goetz, Building Church Leaders: Your Complete Guide to Leadership Training 
(Chicago: Christianity Today, Inc., 1998), 2.5. 
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participants who used this exercise report having memorized the passage.  As people 
participate in the Spiritual Planning Day, they are encouraged to recall this verse.  The 
verse focuses the group on the unity that they have in the Spirit. 
 Many people in the church believe that they “cannot memorize Scripture.”  At 
times this complaint is rooted in the fact that they have never been taught a method for 
Scripture memorization.  The preparation guide gives them one example of how Scripture 
memorization can happen. Willard writes:  
We can then effectively fill our minds with the word of God, preserved in the 
scriptures. To that end memorization is vital. It is astonishing how little of the 
Bible is known ‘by heart’ by people who profess to honor it. If we do not know it 
how can it help us?  It cannot. Memorization, by contrast, enables us to keep it 
constantly before our minds.2   
 
Scripture memorization is often encouraged at First Presbyterian Church and this exercise 
is an opportunity to practice the discipline. 
 After the Scripture memorization exercise, the preparation guide lists the core 
values of First Presbyterian Church along with their definitions.  The definitions are 
important because one-word core value statements can cause confusion.  People tend to 
assign their own definitions when they read only one word statements.  The Session 
provides leadership to the congregation in understanding the core values because it both 
establishes and defines them.  The core values and their definitions are included in the 
preparation material to help participants pray about where they might put their effort over 
the next year.  Ideally, this happens while they work through the exercises in the guide.   
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Dallas Willard, The Great Omission: Reclaiming Jesus’s Essential Teachings of Discipleship 
(San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2006), 155. 
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The guide’s section lists resources for further study for those readers prompted by the 
Holy Spirit to extend their study. 
 
 The Spiritual Planning Day 
 This section describes the procedures and activities used in the Spiritual Planning 
Day.  The Spiritual Planning Day Workbook in Appendix B chronologically provides 
material used though the day.  However, most procedures also include verbal 
instructions.  Some procedures/activities suggest lectures that are based on issues facing 
the church that year.  Typically one of these lectures will seek to create urgency among 
participants as outlined in chapter 6. 
 
Resources, Facilities, and Materials 
 After the preparation materials are distributed two weeks before the Spiritual 
Planning Day, resources are gathered for the day itself.  The Spiritual Planning Day is 
held in a large fellowship hall at First Presbyterian Church Olathe since individuals need 
space to gather for worship and lectures.  This is a warm, newly remodeled room. 
 Space is also required for each of the four core value teams to split into the four 
corners of the room.  Tables, chairs, flip charts, tape, and markers are set in the corners 
for the core value teams.  Rows of chairs are placed in the middle of the room for the 
whole group gathering.  A computer, projector, and screen are needed for powerpoint 
slides to guide the day. 
 Spiritual Planning Day Workbooks require preparation and distribution at the 
beginning of the Spiritual Planning Day.  A musician will both pick and lead songs.   
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Also, lunch (along with all needed supplies) needs to be prepared by volunteers from the 
congregation. 
  
Theological Foundations and Expectations 
 The Spiritual Planning day begins with theological foundations as described on 
the first page of the Spiritual Planning Day Workbook.  Theological terms are limited and 
kept to a minimum in the day’s opening, but participants are reminded that they are 
working within God’s sovereignty and not simply making plans as a business might do.  
At the same time, expectations for the day are stated.  Participants are told an actual plan 
is expected by the day’s end.  At First Presbyterian Church Olathe, participants in the 
Spiritual Planning Day typically include people who are new to the process and people 
who have participated in the process for several years.  Clarifying the day’s goals helps 
participants to have common expectations. 
 Next participants are introduced to the idea of group spiritual discernment, as 
directed in the workbook.  They are reminded that they are there to “listen for God’s 
voice together.”  Even some people who are very good at discerning God’s voice for their 
own life, may have trouble when they try to listen with other people.  The group is 
encouraged to be open to what their whole team is hearing from God, and what God is 
saying to other teams.  Often as one team gets direction from God, other teams will hear 
similar promptings.  Part of the process then is to determine how these promptings might 
fit together. 
 The entire process of the day is not laid out at the beginning.  Rather the idea is 
that the process unfolds as people work through the day.  However, expectations for the 
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group are set out here.  As Vella points out, this is important for an adult learning 
process.  It is part of creating a safe environment so people can feel open to share in 
dialog.3  Also, it is uncomfortable for most adults to not receive an agenda as they enter a 
planning day.  To alleviate discomfort, participants need to be reminded frequently that 
they are here to seek God’s will, not their own agenda. 
 
Opening and Division into Planning Teams 
 After an explanation of the expectations, the Spiritual Planning Day continues 
with prayer and singing.  The connection between Sunday morning worship and the 
planning day worship is intentional.  Participants are entering into a time of worship, a 
time to praise God for his sovereignty and goodness.  This is a time to seek God’s 
wisdom and direction and a time to hear his Word.  Some in the group who are agenda 
oriented would rather skip this worship.  These people are reminded at this point that the 
day is about more than an agenda. 
 Next, there is a lecture on the core values of First Presbyterian Church.  This is 
done as the final step before people self select the core value team they will work with for 
the next year.  Participants have been made aware of the church’s core values well before 
the planning day.  Not only have they received a copy of the definition of each core 
value, but the weekly bulletin and monthly newsletter are organized around the four core 
value areas.  The fellowship hall has the purpose statement over the coffee bar and a 
bulletin board advertising upcoming activities in each of the core value areas.  The 
church’s core values are unavoidable; yet, people still misunderstand core value 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Vella, 3. 
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definitions.  Then time is taken at the beginning of the day to clearly define each core 
value area.  When appropriate, encouragement is given for people without strong team 
preferences to consider joining teams with fewer members. 
 At First Presbyterian Church, the core values (missional, relational, equipping, 
and worshipping) that cause most confusion are the relational and missional values.  
Since missional is still a new concept for many church members, it needs more 
explanation.  One way First Presbyterian Church has distinguished between the two core 
values is to define missional as going outside the walls of the church.  “Relational” is 
described as building stronger relationships within the church, encouraging and 
supporting each other.  The hope is that members’ relationships have enough depth that 
the relationships become a witness to the wider community that God’s Spirit is at work 
among the people of First Presbyterian Church. 
 Ephesians 4 (as previously described) emphasizes the core value of equipping 
since the goal of leadership in the church is to equip the saints for the service of God.  In 
the core value of worshipping, attention is typically given to more than the worship 
services that happen in the church.  Worship is not only an activity, it is a lifestyle for 
God’s people.  Thus as services are developed at the church, they emphasize encouraging 
this lifestyle among the participants at the church. 
 
Core Value Bible Studies 
 After a time of prayer, singing, and teaching participants self select into four core 
value teams which divide into the room’s four corners.  Each team is then given a 
different Bible study.  To emphasize the unity of the church, each of the studies is taken 
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from the Book of Ephesians.  This becomes the first opportunity for the Spiritual 
Planning Day participants to engage in dialog with each other.  They begin in the practice 
of listening for God’s word by listening to God’s Word. 
 The Equipping team’s Bible study seeks to bring out a focus different from the 
Ephesians 4 preparatory material.  First, the study focuses team members on Christ’s 
provision for the work of equipping.  Next, this study points to the need for spiritual 
maturity in the life of the Christian.  Greg Ogden writes: “A close examination of biblical 
discipleship does not allow for two classes of followers: the ordinary and the 
extraordinary.  There are Christians who have not lived up to the expectations of a 
disciple yet can still be called Christians, but that in no way lets them off the hook.”4  The 
goal of the Christian is not simply to “make it” into heaven.  The goal of the Christian is 
to grow into Christ-likeness.  As The Critical Journey points out, the goal is not to simply 
know more doctrine, or even love other people for the sake of loving other people.  
Rather, the Christian goal is to love others simply for the sake of loving God.  Janet 
Hagberg and Robert Guelich reflect that, “we can reach far beyond our own capacity and 
love our fellow human being with deep compassion, because we know that all come from 
and are loved by God.”5  The final question of the equipping Bible study asks, “How can 
your team contribute to helping people fulfill the core value of equipping?”  With this 
question the team is encouraged to think about how they will work together. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Greg Ogden, Transforming Discipleship: Making Disciples a Few at a Time, (Downers Grove, 
IL: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 49. 
5 Janet O. Hagberg and Robert A. Guelich, The Critical Journey: Stages in the Life of Faith 
(Salem, WI: Sheffield Publishing Co., 1995), 154. 
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 The worshipping team’s Bible study focuses the group on the divinity of Jesus 
Christ by using Ephesians 1:15-23.  Along with Jesus’ divinity, this passage also ties 
together the members of the Trinity.  The team is reminded that with worship, God’s 
people enter into the presence of the holy God who holds the power of the universe.  The 
result of entering God’s presence though the person of Christ is hope.  In many ways, this 
passage parallels First Presbyterian Church’s definition of worshipping (see Chapter 2 for 
definition). 
 The missional team’s Bible study uses Ephesians 3:1-13.  Here Paul specifically 
writes about his call to minister to the gentiles.  Paul is the first to receive a call to 
minister outside the fold of Israel.  Clearly this presented a significant challenge to the 
assumptions about gentiles by Jesus’ early followers (seen clearly in Peter’s struggle in 
Acts 10:9-23).  Crossing new barriers also challenges the church today as it considers the 
scope of its mission field.  God often calls his people to unexpected places.  This study 
encourages the missional team to consider the “boundless riches of Christ” (Ephesians 
4:8).  The study’s final question asks the team to think about the difference between 
mission and missional, two terms people at times consider synonymous. 
 The final Bible study is for the relational team.  Some churches use the term 
“fellowship” to describe this value, and there is strong biblical precedent for such use.  
However, fellowship can sometimes be used  to mean an event-planning group.  Through 
their Bible study, the relational team is prompted to move away from thinking of 
themselves as event planners and into understanding the importance of helping to develop 
deep loving relationships among church members.  Given the history of conflict in the 
church, loving relationships are vitally important.  The Ephesians 4:17-5:1 passage is 
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very practical in considering the way people in the church should treat each other and the 
are they should not treat each other.  In their Bible study, the relational team begins to 
think about how it can promote good relationships with each other.  The final question 
then reminds the team that the way the church loves each other is a witness to the wider 
world. 
 
Prayer Led by Ruling Elders 
 The corporate prayer led by the elders serves several purposes on the Spiritual 
Planning Day.  It connects the four core values.  Praying together recognizes God’s 
sovereignty: worship.  As the group prays, it is praying for the people in the church and 
the way they relate to one another: relational. People are also praying for the community 
around the church and the effect the church can have: missional.  Finally, the church is 
asking for God’s wisdom and guidance: equipping.  Even the silence of prayer serves the 
purposes of worshipping and equipping by allowing God’s presence to fill the room. 
 Importantly, prayer in the Spiritual Planning Day is led by ruling elders.  The 
elders’ role in prayer reminds participants that elders are the spiritual leaders.  Their 
participation acknowledges that the church is Presbyterian and that the office of ruling 
elder is vital in Presbyterian polity.  Elders’ prayers also emphasize the “ministry of all.”  
Church members need to see congregants, not just the pastor leading in prayer and in 
other ways.  However important, corporate prayer can become another moment when 
some will want to get on with to the actual task of planning.  Another reminder may be 




The Gift of Imagination 
 Following a time of prayer, the moderator (pastor) has a time of teaching.  The 
teaching content will vary from year to year.  In the first year of spiritual planning at First 
Presbyterian Church, the teaching was on the gift of imagination.  Richard Foster writes: 
“Harvey Cox has observed that ‘man’s celebrative and imaginative faculties have 
atrophied.’  In another place he writes, ‘there was a time when visionaries were 
canonized and mystics were admired.  Now they are studied, smiled at, perhaps even 
committed.’”6  
 Generally, imagination is not a regular part of church life.  In a 150-year-old 
church, the lack of imagination can become even more serious.  As members begin to 
consider the future of a well-established church, the past can blind to possibilities.  One 
instruction on the Spiritual Planning Day is to dream big.  To many participants, this is a 
new suggestion.  First Presbyterian Church is a 150-year-old Midwestern church that 
prides itself on its conservative values.  Imagination is not members’ natural inclination. 
 A sense of urgency is important for change, but a holy imagination can give life to 
the future.  Again, Foster writes: “The imagination can release a flood of creative ideas, 
and exercising our imagination can be lots of fun.”7  People need permission to imagine a 
bigger future for the church.  They also need practice to imagine a bigger future more 
than just a future of bigger budgets or attendance, but a bigger future in which peoples’ 
lives are changed. 
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 The next step in the process is to start dreaming and imagining possibilities in 
teams.  The word “possibility” is used here to open up dialog.  If the term “goal” is used, 
people can move toward suggesting goals that are easily attained.  Their dreaming 
becomes small.  The moderator puts questions to the teams during this time, for example: 
“If God were to do something unbelievable in your core value area three years from now, 
what might it be?”  During this time the moderator gives encouragement to the teams to 
continually think bigger.  This process can take one to one-and-a-half hours. 
 After the first year of planning, based on the rolling planning model presented in 
Chapter 6, teams are presented with the work they did the previous year in their planning 
team.  They have a chance to assess their goals and the progress made on their previous 
year’s goals; an opportunity for self-evaluation.  A team can quickly measure their 
progress on each goal of their plan because each goal specifies names of people 
responsible for implementation and due dates.  If a team failed to accomplish its goals 
from the previous year, members are asked how that might be avoided in the next year 
and how they can be more motivated to complete goals.  After discussing their current 
year goals, the team turns its attention to its two- and three-year goals from the previous 
year.  The team is not bound to continue with the same goals, but members should 
remember God’s direction from the previous year. 
 In discussing future goals, the purpose is to post as many ideas as possible.  After 
a good period of time listening for God’s voice in the midst of the dialog, the team 
members and the moderator begin to look for common themes among the listed 
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possibilities.  Typically two to three major themes emerge from the possibilities.  Then 
each core value team begins to discuss where members feel God is calling their team, and 
they begin narrowing options from several possibilities to one main three-year goal.  The 
teams have no responsibility for figuring out the details of how a goal will be 
accomplished.  The team’s only responsibility is to have a sense that the goal aligns with 
God’s direction for their team.  Simply understanding this freedom can help some people 
to start imagining more possibilities.  
 As each team begins to narrow to one three-year goal, it is asked to take fifteen 
minutes in silence to listen for the voice of God.  This time is for the team to individually 
confirm or deny God’s direction in their work.  Then, depending on schedule, the teams 
break for lunch.  People are encouraged to talk with other teams about their work around 
the lunch tables.   
 After lunch, the teams come back together to discuss what they heard from God.  
Normally, the teams come to a spirit of unity at this point.  If a team fails to reach 
agreement, the moderator may give extra time for discernment to that team.  Once each 
team has established a three-year goal, the moderator asks teams to share their goals.  
Often teams will identify areas in which their goals overlap.  If this happens, an even 
greater sense of unity begins to emerge.  Teams are then encourage to discuss how they 
might work together. 
 
One-Year Goals 
 As teams begin to work on their one-year goals for the upcoming year they refer 
to two pieces of information.  First, they may review the previous year’s plan (if it is not 
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the very first year of planning).  The two-year plan from the previous year, now informs 
this year’s one-year plan.  The other critical piece of information is their three-year goal.  
Each one-year set of goals should follow from the three-year goal; if there is not a logic 
to the connection, the team needs reformulate one-year goals that help accomplish the 
three-year goal.    
 Flexibility is easier for some goals than for others.  For instance, if the three-year 
goal is to create a new series of Bible studies but the team decides God is instead calling 
them to develop a Lenten worship series, changes can be easily made.  On the other hand, 
if the three-year goal is to build additional space onto the church, changing this year’s 
direction could prove much more difficult. 
 As teams keep their three-year goals in sight, they are asked to consider 
“experiments” for their team in the coming year.  Here the word “experiment” is used to 
recognize that we never fully understand the mind of God.  By this time, the team should 
have a sense of direction from God; now they are encouraged to find experiments to test 
the direction in which they are headed.  Just like the three-year process, the teams are 
asked to come up with as many experiments as they can imagine.  The goal at this point 
is quantity of experiments.  One year experiments could range from exploring the cost of 
opening of coffee shop, to writing a new Sunday school program, to starting a soup 
kitchen. 
 Once teams begin to run out of ideas, they are asked to look for common threads 
among ideas, and to combine ideas where possible.  From their edited list, team members 
pick three to five experiments for the next year.  To encourage better implementation, 
experiments now start to be referred to as goals for the next year, or one-year goals. 
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 Often teams want to identify many specifics for accomplishing their three-year 
goal. That urge should be discouraged at this point.  The details for the three-year plan 
will not be fully enumerated for two more years.  Now, the minds that naturally want to 
organize are encouraged because each goal should have several subgoals that can be 
separately accomplished through the coming year.  Each subgoal should be clear and 
measurable.  It should have a clear due date and members should be assigned, by name, 
responsibility for accomplishing the subgoals. This is one of the outcomes of the day.  
The subgoal should be written in such a way that the team will know if it has been 
accomplished or not accomplished.  This action information is important for the Session 
that monitors the teams’ progress as well as for each team to measure its own progress.  
The one-year goals give a team its tasks for the next year and each team is asked to share 
its one-year goals with the larger group.  During sharing time teams will often talk with 
other teams about how they can work together on a goal and assign responsibility for 
specific tasks. 
 The boldness of each teams’ experiments should increase over time (as well as the 
three- and two-year goals).  For instance, a team might have a work day at the 
neighboring elementary school as one of its experiments in its first year of planning.  
Four or five years later, the experiment should grow.  Maybe five years later a team could 
discern the remodeling of a grocery into a new youth center as one of its one-year 







The Two-Year Plan 
 The final task for the core value teams is to develop their two-year plan.  The two-
year plan normally takes the least amount of time to develop.  The point of the two-year 
plan is to make logical connections between the one-year and the three-year plans.  The 
two-year plan has fewer specifics than the one-year plan.  However, it has more specifics 
than the three year plan. 
 Teams are asked to identify three to five goals in their area that connect their one-
year and three-year goals.  Then they are asked to think about some of the details it would 
take to accomplish those goal with a few subgoals.  No names or dates are expected at 
this point.  The two-year plan’s purpose is to get teams thinking about what they will do 
at the next year’s Spiritual Planning Day.  Thus, the one-year goals have many details 
and measures, the two-year goals have some specifics, and the three-year goal has no 
details in a complete plan.  Year-two and year-three detail will be added the following 
year.  Depending on the progress they have made, teams may share their two-year goals.  
Some teams may not complete this task on the Spiritual Planning Day.  In these cases 
teams should complete this information at their next meeting. 
 
After the Spiritual Planning Day  
 Several steps remain after the Spiritual Planning Day.  At times remaining work 
needs to be completed.  The Session needs to review and accept each team’s plan.  Then 
the work of the plan begins.  Teams begin working through their one-year goals and the 




Remaining Information in Spiritual Planning Day Workbook 
 After the year-two plan in the workbook found in Appendix B, there is a section 
entitled “When God Changes Your Plans.”  At this point in the process, each team has 
invested in a good deal of mental energy.  Despite their good work, they must be 
reminded that God may change their plans.  They should embrace this possibility and be 
ready for God to make changes. 
 The next page of the workbook, Looking to Next Year, helps people connect their 
planning work from one year to the next and to begin to get an overall vision for the 
process.  It also reminds them that their team’s work is the work of the congregation, not 
just the leadership of the church.  Also this page encourages team members to invite new 
people onto their team, especially if they know some who might be excited by the plan 
they have produced. 
 A form that the Session member on each team is expected to give to the Session 
regularly is the next page in the workbook.  This is included so the core value teams 
know what the Session expects from them.  Not only are the teams expected to stay on 
task with their goals, but they are also expected to continue to listen for God’s voice in 
their work throughout the year.  Some of the best opportunities for a team discernment 
may happen between Spiritual Planning Days.  They should expect new opportunities to 
happen.  They also need to consider how they will decide whether or not to take on new 







The Work Following the Spiritual Planning Day 
 Teams that do not complete on the Spiritual Planning Day their one-, two-, and 
three- year plans, will need to meet within two weeks to finish their plans with required 
details.  Sometimes completing these details requires some research.  Once their plans are 
completed, teams submit them to the church office where staff transfers them into a 
standard format.  Each plan then is submitted to the Session. 
 The Session is given a week to review the team’s plans and pray about their 
implications.  Responsibility is given to the Session to assure the plans comply with the 
definition for each core value.  If a significant issue arises from any of the plans, the 
Session is given an opportunity to discuss it during a Session meeting.  However, the 
Session is encouraged to have very good reasons for deciding to change a team’s plan.  If 
the Session as a whole has an issue with plan, the Session should submit its objections to 
the appropriate team for a response until they reach agreement. 
 If there are no objections to the team plans, the Session gives blanket approval.  
Each team then knows everything it has planned for the next year is approved by the 
Session, and it does not need to wait for an interim approval.  If a team is led by God to 
change its plan over the year, the change would need approval by the Session.  Using this 
procedure, the church is still a church ruled by elders, but the elders do not need to have 
involvement in the day-to-day operations of the teams. 
 Once the teams’ plan are approved by the Session (typically in one motion), it is 
publicized in the church bulletin and newsletter.  All congregants are encouraged to join 
one of the core value teams if they are not already involved.  Seeing an actual plan can 
encourage some bystanders to get involved in the work and ministry of the church. 
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 Three elements exist in the presented model.  First, there is preparatory work done 
by participants, the moderator, and the Session.  There is logistical and spiritual work in 
this process.  Second is the actual Spiritual Planning Day.  This is a day of listening for 
God’s direction as plans are made.  Third, the Session approves the work of the teams 
and the actual effort of living into God’s plan begins.  The overarching goal of the 
process from year to year  is not to simply produce and impressive plan, but to produce 




 First Presbyterian Church Olathe has a long history of standing for the gospel in 
its community which is a community that has experienced dramatic growth in the span of 
four decades.  Olathe has changed from a small outlying community to one of the largest 
cities in Kansas and in the Kansas City area.  Growth in job opportunities and the draw of 
quality schools has shaped Olathe from a small agrarian town into a thriving suburb.  
Long-time residents of Olathe have seen their property values increase and their 
community’s amenities flourish.  However, residents have not necessarily embraced all 
these changes. 
 As Olathe has grown, it has remained open to the influence of the church.  Church 
planters have targeted the city of Olathe as a prime area for new church growth due to its 
lower property costs and high receptivity to church.  Several churches have taken 
advantage of these factors and grown into multi-thousand-member churches.  Some 
churches are thought to “compete” with other churches for members, diminishing 
cooperation between the churches in the community. 
 First Presbyterian Church paralleled Olathe’s history for decades.  When Olathe 
was founded, it floundered and barely survived and so did First Presbyterian Church.  As 
the town began to grow and become more substantial, so did the church.  When First 
Presbyterian moved into its third building in the late 1950s, its future looked bright.  First 
Presbyterian Church enjoyed its position in the community as the largest church in town.  
It not only had size, it also had prestige.  The church counted community leaders among 
its members.  Little did they know of the turbulence that was ahead for the congregation. 
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 The success of the church attracted appealing pastoral leadership, and it grew 
under that leadership.  During this time, however, a theological rift grew between the 
leadership of First Presbyterian Church and its presbytery.  As the denomination made 
changes, the local presbytery welcomed the changes.  For First Presbyterian Olathe 
leadership, who understood the Bible as inerrant, the local and national stands of the 
United Presbyterian Church became too secular.  In 1977, the pastor led part of the 
church’s members to start a church in the newly-formed Presbyterian Church in America 
denomination.  To this day, 1977 is a year that rings members’ minds across the decades.  
In that year the trajectory of First Presbyterian Church changed. 
 The pain that had resulted from the acrimonious split persuaded remaining 
members to attempt to recover as quickly as possible.  However, that pain had worked its 
way into the marrow of the congregation, and it continued to poison the relationships 
between new pastors and the congregation into the 2000s.  A string of broken pastoral 
relationship demonstrated to the congregation that it needed a new way forward.  Even as 
First Presbyterian Church modified its leadership functions, they continue to live with 
scars from many years of dysfunction.  While this describes some of the dysfunction of 
First Presbyterian Church, it seems conflict can be common among many if not most 
churches (even those in the Bible). 
 Part of First Presbyterian Church’s quest for a new future involved not only 
dealing with its scars but also looking for a God-focused future.  This search is the heart 
of this paper.  Beyond changing the micromanaging style of the Session, The First 
Presbyterian congregation has also established a purpose, core values, and vision  
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statement that have helped to guide the church as it enters into a spiritual planning 
process. 
 The spiritual planning process is a model in which the entire church is invited to 
participate once a year.  On this day the entire church is invited to consider God’s calling 
for the next three years.  Participants consider this future as they divide into teams 
representing four core value areas: worshipping, equipping, relational, and missional.  
Dividing this way keeps each team focused in one area.  However, the core values 
regularly overlap, and teams discover ways to work together.  Participants are asked to 
consider the vast limits of what God may call their team to do in the coming three years.  
After prayer and discussion, teams are asked to focus on a specific three-year goal. 
 Once their three-year goal draws a picture for a team of what could happen in its 
core value area, members are asked to listen for God’s voice in revealing experiments 
they can conduct over the next year to test if God is truly calling them to this three-year 
goal.  The work of each team over the next year will focus on these experiments.  
Working within a Presbyterian structure, ruling elders on each team give spiritual 
direction in this process.  Ultimately elders also give direction to the teams by their 
approval or disapproval of the plans presented by the teams.  Connecting their three- and 
one-year goals, teams develop their two-year plans to give a jumpstart to the team’s one-
year planning the following year. 
 If all this effort is done as an administrative exercise, it is a waste of time for a 
church.  The goal of this model is to have a process that is infused with a desire to seek 
the will of God.  This desire requires that people enter the Spiritual Planning Day having  
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worked through the spiritual preparation materials, studied the Scriptures, confessed, and 
put on a desire to hear from God. 
 Spiritual planning is a process that requires humility.  If participants come to the 
Spiritual Planning Day assuming they have discovered some secret way of thinking that 
no one else knows, the day will most likely fail.  The preparation material is provided so 
that people can open their minds and their hearts (Colossians 3:1-2) to the movement of 
the Holy Spirit.  Opening their minds can require dismissing preconceived notions of 
what God is going to say on the Spiritual Planning Day.  Techniques used during the 
Spiritual Planning Day are drawn from adult learning literature, especially the work Jane 
Vella on the importance of dialog.  If members of a group of people are truly listening for 
the voice of God as individuals, one of the ways the group will discover God’s will for 
them as a group is by listening and dialoging with each other.  Dialog requires an 
environment of trust and openness; in a spiritually charged atmosphere, the will of God 
becomes clearer and clearer through talking with each other. 
 Humans tend to mistake their voice for God’s voice.  Consequently spiritual 
planning needs humility and continual testing to make certain teams are following God’s 
direction and not just their best ideas.  God is sovereign.  He is in control and he brings 
about the good for his people.  Each participant in the Spiritual Planning Day needs to be 
reminded of these great touchstones of the Reformed tradition.  At the same time, 
participants to be clear that God’s providence should not become an excuse to do 
nothing.  Churches can get stuck in routine.  Many churches contend with people who 
prefer to only attend Sunday morning services. 
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 Jesus has placed in the hands of the church the calling he received: to proclaim 
the good news of the kingdom of God.  This is the missio Dei.  The missional movement 
has reminded the church of this calling, and that a church does not exist simply for its 
own benefit.  God’s mission for his people is the lifeblood of the church.  One of the 
goals of the spiritual planning process is to have a spiritual plan that is widely recognized 
by a congregation, in this case the First Presbyterian congregation, as God’s direction for 
their church.  Part of making this happen is to invite all of the church to participate in that 
process.  Perhaps only a few in the church will come to understand the immensity of 
God’s message not only for their life, but also for the whole of creation in time and space. 
It is not a message that was meant for only a select few and the spiritual planning process 
seeks to impress each member with the importance of the mission. 
 The spiritual planning process also develops a symbiotic relationship between 
members’ personal discernment and the church’s discernment of God’s voice.  As 
participants watch the spiritual discernment of the group, they are encourage to seek more 
diligently God’s will in their own lives.  As individuals develop their own capacity to 
hear from God, they bring this increased capacity to the church’s discernment process. 
  Through the spiritual planning process, participants often begin to get a clearer 
vision of God’s direction.  However, this is always a temporary state.  Since the time of 
Abraham, God seems to often interrupt the plans of his people, at times even when he has 
given the initial direction.  As the core value teams undertake their experiments, they 
need to anticipate God interrupting them, changing their plans, or giving them new 
opportunities.   
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 God wants to develop a people who are faithful.  He wants a people who not only 
recognize and hear his voice, but who are also ready to follow his instructions.  The 
spiritual planning process described in this paper seeks to set minds, individual minds and 
congregational minds, on the Spirit.  
 In the testing of this model over the last five years, several changes have come 
about.  The Planning Day Preparation Guide was added to the process after the first two 
years.  During the Spiritual Planning Day itself, the seeking of God’s direction has had 
more emphasis every year.  The work done after the Spiritual Planning Day has 
experienced several changes as well, all with a goal of making sure the core value teams 
follow through on their one-year plan.  Currently, the teams have much better follow-
through than in the first year.  The presented model is not perfect, however, it has 
improved every year.  The Spiritual Planning Day has always created excitement among 
the teams regarding the possibilities God is bringing to pass.  As the teams have 
participated in the process over the years, the followup by the Session has improved.  
More importantly, the years of participating in this model have opened the congregation 







Read Ephesians 4:1-13 
 
1. What are some of the specifics of unity that Paul tells us about in this passage? 
 
 
2. According to this passage, what is the purpose of the different church offices (i.e. 




3. Where to do you see FPC Core Values in this passage?  Hint: our Core Values are 









5. How is this passage speaking to you personally?
Ephesians 4:1-13 
 
 In this letter Paul writes to a church he planted in the town of 
Ephesus.  We don’t directly know the issues going on in the church in 
Ephesus, however, we know the issues Paul addresses.  One major issue 
he addresses is unity.  Was there disunity in the church in Ephesus, or is 
Paul simply warning the congregation based upon his experience at other 
churches?  We don’t know. Either way, we do know church unity is an issue 
for the early church.  So Paul gives us good advice for our own time: Church 
effectiveness requires unity.  How then do we become unified?  I would 
suggest that unity comes not by us simply wanting it, or by reading the right 
bestseller, or even by talking about it.  No, the way unity comes to the 
Church is through the Holy Spirit.  The purpose of these preparation 
exercises is to open each participant in our Planning Day to the voice of the 
Holy Spirit.  Please take time with each page of this short guide to prepare 




Please take 20 minutes or more to consider the following questions in your life. 
 
 
1. Am I content with who I am becoming?  Every day I get one day closer to who I 






2. Am I becoming less religious and more spiritual?  The Pharisees were 
religious; Christ is spiritual.  After years of involvement in organized religion, I often 
feel the shallowness of the experience, and the restriction of rules.  I hunger for 






3. Does my family recognize the authenticity of my spirituality?  They see me 





4. Do I have a “flow-through” philosophy?  Scripture says, “He that believes me, 






5. Do I have a quiet center to my life?  Every Christian should have a quiet center 
that nothing can disturb.  François Fenlon said, “Peace is what God wants for you no 







6. Have I defined my unique ministry?  Do I know what I can do effectively?  The 
need is always bigger than any person can satisfy, and so my call is simply to handle 




7. Is my prayer life improving?  I cannot evaluate when I am a “person of prayer,” 
but I can perceive progress if I am making it.  One test is: “Do my decisions have 










9.  Is my humility genuine?  Nothing is so arrogant as false humility.  Two good 
definitions of humility are: “Humility is accepting your strength with gratitude,” and 
“Humility is not denying the power that you have but admitting the power comes 





10.  Is my spiritual feeding the right diet for me?  If I’m not growing spiritually, do I 





11. Is obedience in small matter built into my reflexes?  Do I try to bargain with 
God or rationalize with him?  Obedience largely determines my relationship with 










Memorize Ephesians 4:3-4 
 
Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. 
There is one body and one Spirit—just as you were called to one hope when 
you were called... 
 
Memorizing the Bible is one of the most fruitful practices we can do as Jesus 
followers.  The following exercises will help you to memorize the above passage.  If 
you complete these exercises, you will have the passage memorized.  Start by 
reading the passage out loud several times to yourself.  Then: 
 
Fill in the blanks: 
 
1. Make every _______ to keep the unity of the _____ through the bond of peace. 
There is one _____ and one Spirit—just as you were called to one ____ when you 
were called...  
 
2. _____ every effort to ______ the unity of the Spirit through the bond of _______. 
There is ___ body and one _____—just as you were _____ to one hope when you 
____ called...  
 
3. Make _____ effort to _____ the _____ of the Spirit _______ the ____ of peace. 
There _ one body ____ __ Spirit—just __ you ____ called to one ____ when ___ 
were ___... 
Read the passage out loud again and the write it out completely three times below.  
It’s best to have a little time between each writing.  If you need more practice, turn 












Please take time to prayerfully consider which area God is calling you to work in on 
our planning day. 
 
 
A. Equipping - Based on God's authoritative Word as "the only rule for faith and life," 
we:  
i.  Teach the knowledge of God's love and plan for life transformation  
ii.  Help people discover God's life-calling  
iii.  Train the skills of evangelism  
iv.  Teach in Christian leadership/facilitation  
 
B. Worshipping - Acknowledging the presence of God in the world and in our lives, in 
worship we:  
 
i.  Praise, honor and glorify the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit as revealed in Scripture  
ii.  Are opened to the transforming redemptive action of Jesus Christ  
iii. Offer ourselves to God and his service in the world  
 
C. Missional - With the overriding purpose of honoring God and fulfilling the Great 
Commission, we:  
 
i.  Seek to identify and address a full range of human needs  
 
D. Relational - Affirming that a personal relationship with Jesus Christ is the foundation 
of all relationships, we:  
 
i.  Remember Jesus' words, "They will know you are my disciples by the way you love 
one another" and seek to live in authentic, loving relationships with one another  
ii.  Build mutual trust by sharing our lives together, praying, encouraging, and helping 
one another  
iii. Admonish and sharpen each other in order to promote the common goal of Christ-
like character
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For Further Study 
 
If these exercises have sparked your interest in growing deeper spiritually, consider 
one of the following books to enhance your spiritual journey: 
 
Foster, Richard J. Streams of Living Water: Celebrating the Great Traditions of 
Christian Faith. San Francisco: HaperCollins, 1998. 
Ortburg, John. The Life You’ve Always Wanted: Spiritual Disciplines for 
Ordinary People. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997. 
Willard, Dallas. Renovation of the Heart: Putting on the Character of Christ. 
Colorado Springs: NavPress, 2002. 
Willard, Dallas. Hearing God: Developing a Conversational Relationship with 









Looking for what God is doing next at 
First Presbyterian Church of Olathe 
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Why Are We Here? 
 The primary goal of this day is both simple and complex: To listen for God’s voice 
together. In Psalm 127 we are told, “Unless the LORD builds the house, its builders 
labor in vain. Unless the LORD watches over the city, the watchmen stand guard in 
vain.”  Good advice for houses and cities, this is even better advice for churches. 
 Over this day we will seek God’s voice for some very specific matters.  You and 
your team may hear God’s voice very clearly.  Together you may leave this day and 
have very specific marching orders from God.  Or, you may leave this day and have 
some general directions to explore over the next year.  This is why we continue to 
revisit these topics every year, and the teams themselves listen for God’s voice even 
more often.  If you only have a general direction right now, God very well may give 
you more specific direction over the year.  Or you may leave convinced of God’s will 
for your team only to find God opening different opportunities through the year. 
 Now listening to God’s voice is different from other activities we do on a day to 
day basis.  Our purpose here today is not to evaluate the programs of the church or 
to give our opinions, even though these may enter into a discussion.  What has 
worked or has not worked has limited bearing on what God can make possible.  We 
are opening ourselves to holy imagination today. 
 So to restate the primary goal for today: Listening to God’s voice together.  You 
will have specific goals for your team to accomplish by the end of this day.  Your team 
will consider three- and two-year goals.  We will sing songs and pray.  We will eat 
lunch together.  Through all of these activities, though, keep the main goal in mind.  
We are here to listen to God’s voice, for “unless the Lord builds the church, the team 
members labor in vain.” 
What Is Expected of Me? 
 Through our time together, your expected to open your heart to God.  This means 
having respect for one another.  We very well may disagree with one another today, 
and that’s okay.  When we seek God’s will, it is not always a path that has curbs and 
a line painted down the middle.  Sometimes discerning his will takes quite a bit of 
struggle.  However, this is never an excuse to act in an unloving way.  We all want 
the same thing--to see the work of God grow and flourish at FPC.  So please leave 
any anger, gossip, or personal agendas at the door. 
 By coming to this day, you are only committed to the next several hours.  
However, it is the hope of the leadership of FPC that you will continue your 
involvement with your core value team throughout the year.  The point of this day is 
not to come up with tasks for the staff to accomplish, rather this is a day for the whole 
body of Christ to discern what God has for them. 
The expectation of the Session is that you will have your goals in a complete form 
soon after this meeting has finished (ideally, by the end of this meeting).  This work is 
not meant to drain you, but to fill you afresh with the wind of the Holy Spirit.
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Notes on Our Core Values
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Equipping Team Bible Study 
 




















3. What are the marks of someone who is still and infant?  What are the 
marks of someone who has grown up into the head?  How do we help 







4. How can your team contribute to helping people fulfill the core value of 
equipping?
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Worshipping Team Bible Study 
 




1. What is the role of the Spirit in this passage?  What is the role of 





















4. How does this passage relate to the worshipping core value 
description?
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2. How is Paul’s calling different from those who proceeded him?  Who 














4. How does this passage relate to the core value of missional?  How is 
missional different from mission?
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Relational Bible Study 
 
 

















3. What does this passage teach the relational team about being 






4. What is the relationship between loving one another and our witness to 
the wider world?
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Guided Prayer by Pastor and Elders 
 
 Father of Creation, we praise you today for your wisdom and power.  
We come here as a church seeking your will and direction for us.  Send 
your Spirit over us to guide and direct us.  We lay ourselves before you 
today to be your instruments. 
 
 Right now, Lord we lay the down the burdens and worries of this day 
that have already crept up on us.  We take these worries and even our 
“to do” lists for the rest of the day and we lay them before you. (1 minute 
of silence) 
 
 Compassionate God, we confess our sins today.  Forgive us for our 
pride, idolatry, complacency, and greed.  Renew us with your spirit so we 
might be ready for the task ahead of us today.  (1 minute of silence) 
 
 Lord, we pray for the people in our lives.  We pray for those who 
could not be here today, especially those who are in the hospital or 
cannot leave their homes.  (1 minute of silence) 
 
 We bring the health of our congregation before you today.  In the way 
in which we interact with one another and the witness we have to our 
community, might we bring glory to you God.  We pray for our financial 
health, might you provide all the financial resources we need to complete 
what you call us to do.  Lord, we pray for our Church.  (1 minute of 
silence) 
 
 Loving Father, might we have such a relationship with one another 
that we are a witness to the community of Olathe.  We pray for our 
evangelistic outreach.  Might people come to saving faith through our 
community here.  (1 minute of silence) 
 
We give ourselves to you today Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  Bend our 
wills to match your will perfectly.  In the name of Jesus we pray.  Amen.
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Notes On: The Gift of Holy Imagination
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Our Three Year Goal Is:
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What Needs to Happen in the Next Year 












Goals, Subgoals, Names, And Dates 
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Two year Goals 
Goals and Subgoals
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After the Retreat 
 
 
When God Changes Your Plans 
 
 I am here as a pastor today because of a man who lived in the 1800s.  Sheldon 
Jackson planted First Presbyterian Church of Boulder, CO (my home church) in the 
1800s.  As a church planter, Jackson had amazing success.  He planted churches in 
Colorado, California, the Pacific Northwest, and several in Alaska.  Churches all 
across the West have Sheldon Jackson parlors commemorating their founding 
pastor.  Jackson went even further, though.  He established the only Presbyterian 
College in Alaska--Sheldon Jackson College.   
 In seminary I had a great surprise.  I walked across the street to the university’s 
museum and found in the basement of the prestigious university, a totem pole head.  
The head sat on top of a crate and the back of the crate had the marking “From: 
Sheldon Jackson.”  This man had an amazing impact on the world for the sake of 
Jesus Christ.  Countless people have come to know Jesus for over 100 years through 
this man’s work.  What a legacy he had. 
 I’ll tell you a secret about Sheldon Jackson: He never intended to become a 
church planter in North America.  When Jackson went to school, he went with the 
purpose of becoming a missionary to China.  However, his heath prevented him from 
accomplishing his goal.  Because of significant respiratory problems, Jackson’s 
doctors advised him to not travel overseas.  More than once Jackson wondered if 
God would ever use him. 
 Through the retreat you have listened for God’s voice.  You have put significant 
effort into writing goals on paper.  Now God may keep you on exactly the path laid out 
here.  Later though, you may find that he changes your plan.  Maybe a month from 
now, two months from now, nine months from now, God will put an amazing 
opportunity before you.  If it is an opportunity from God, take it because you may not 
get another chance. 
 At the end of this retreat, we will ask each team for its one, two and three year 
goals.  These goals will come before the Session, if they approve your goals (which is 
very, very likely) you will then have the Session’s support to move ahead for the next 
year.  No need to come back to them. 
 Now, on the other hand, if you find God is changing his direction for your team, 
we ask that you inform the Session.  This is not only for approval, but also so they 
can celebrate God’s work in your midst.  It would give the Session great joy to know 
your team is continuing to listen closely to the call of the Spirit.
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Looking to Next Year 
 
  You have probably picked up on the fact that one year connects to the 
next with this planning process.  Hopefully, your two and three year plans from 
this year will help to inform your one- and two year plans next year.  To 
encourage  you further, start thinking about the planning day a month or two in 
advance.  Starting the discussion earlier rather than later is better.  Moreover, 
the Session anticipates you will listen for God’s voice and direction throughout 
the year. 
 Also, think about who else might fit well on your team.  If the church is to 
really live out its core values, they need to be the center of what we are doing.  
The Session hopes that the vast majority of the congregation will get involved 
in one of the core value areas.  The church is a body, every part is important--
even you...especially you. 
 
 Just as a reminder: One of the overall goals of this process is to engage 
the congregation as a whole in the ministry of the church.  The bulk of the 
activity in each core value area should come from the team members 
themselves.  The pastor and staff are used primarily as resources for the 
teams, not the driving force. 
 
 On the next page you will find the report your Session member is expected 
to turn in quarterly.
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Core Value Team Report 
For The Session of First Presbyterian Church 
 
Core Value Area: 
 
Report Prepared By: 
 
Date of Report: 
 
Key Team Participants: 
 
 





















How have you seen God at work with your team? 
 
 
Have you made any changes to your plan since your last report?  Does Session need 
to approve any of those changes? 
 
 
When is your next meeting?
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Spiritual Planning and Your Life 
 
 As you might have guessed, the Spiritual Planning Day is more than simply 
coming up with one, two, and three year goals.  It is one method of listening for God’s 
voice.  We have listened for God voice as a group in this retreat which is a little 
different from listening for God’s voice individually.  However, there are similarities.  
The bottom-line question to ask yourself is: Am I doing spiritual planning in my own 
life?  What is God calling you to do?  How do you plan to grow spiritually in the next 
year? 
 John Ortburg gives us these words: 
 When I came to understand the idea of training to be like Jesus, I was faced with 
a choice.  People do not just drift into a life of training. 
 Every year a few human beings approach their full physical potential of strength 
and conditioning; they show us what the body can become in body-builder 
competitions.  They have devoted themselves to developing their bodies.  Their 
habits of life--eating, exercise, rest, and so on--are arranged around a single task so 
that people can look at them and say, “So that’s what a human body can be.  I had no 
idea.” 
 This kind of conditioning does not come about by accident... 
 Whether “looking all ripped and hard” is worth devoting your life to is, of course, 
another question.  But it doesn’t happen in a day.  It is “what their entire lives are 
based on...” 
 It is possible to live in such a way that when people see us, they will say to 
themselves, “Wow! I didn’t know that a life could look like that.”1 
 Most people would never set up a plan for spiritual growth in the same way they 
would set up an exercise program.  At the same time, most people don’t experience 
discernible spiritual growth on a year-to-year basis.  
 What would your spiritual growth plan look like?  Through the Spiritual Planning 
day I hope that you have taken notes for yourself.  What’s your one-year spiritual 
growth plan?  How about year two or three?  What means will you use: prayer, Bible 
study, meditation, solitude, fasting, Scripture memorization, service?  Maybe God is 
calling you by some other means. 
 Don’t let this opportunity go by, set your goals today!  Set your subgoals, set 
dates, put them in your day planner.  Start your training now because the biggest key 
to having a church grow in Christ is to have all the body pieces growing at the same 
time.  Let us know if you want help in creating your plan. 
 
May God Richly Bless You, 
Pastor	  Mark 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 John Ortburg, The Life You’ve Always Wanted: Spiritual Disciplines for Ordinary People 
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